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This study had two express purposes: to measure the 
self-esteem of mothers of father-daughter incest victims and 
to gather information about incest cases in order to search 
for patterns throughout this sample. The sample for this 
study included an available sample of six mothers identified 
from the case files of a social service agency on a military 
installation in the southeastern United States. 
Two instruments were mailed to each participant for 
completion by self-administration. A 25 item Index of Self- 
Esteem and a 34 item questionnaire designed to elicit 
information about the mothers and the father-daughter incest 
that took place in their families. The scores from the 
Index of Self-Esteem were further analyzed to determine if 
there existed any relation to self-esteem and some of the 
variables elicited from the questionnaire. The mean, mode, 
median, range, standard deviation, percent and percent of 
difference were utilized to analyze the data from these two 
instruments. 
The findings of the study showed that two of the six 
respondents exhibited a low level of self-esteem. 
Additionally, the mothers' own history of physical and 
sexual abuse and their sense of powerlessness at the time of 
their daughter's sexual abuse varied significantly for those 
mothers exhibiting low self-esteem. 
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Child abuse and child sexual abuse have received 
greater attention from the public in recent years, resulting 
in the need for theories that would both explain and treat 
its occurrence. It is the intrafamilial sexual abuse, more 
commonly called incest, that this study will address, and 
more specifically that of father-daughter incest. Because 
the literature on father-daughter incest often states the 
mother plays an important role in its occurrence, this study 
will examine the self-esteem of these mothers as one of the 
characteristics commonly discussed in the literature. 
The Public's Recognition of Incest 
In the United States today, there are changing opinions 
among people who consider their children as property, who 
advocate flogging in cases of disobedience, and who value 
children solely on their ability to earn money. Yet, it was 
only in 1909 that the first White House Conference on 
Children was held to address these issues. Prior to the 
formation of this conference, societies for the prevention 
of cruelty to animals were the only protection entities to 
take notice of abused and neglected children (Nagi 1977, 1- 
2) . Further attention to child abuse was advanced by the 
United States Children's Bureau established in 1912 
(Grotberg 1976, 76-92). 
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While numerous private organizations and public 
agencies began to focus on the plight of children between 
the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, 
it was not until the 1960's and 1970's, public awareness was 
heightened concerning the incidence of child abuse and 
neglect. Child abuse became a national priority as 
exhibited by the development of the National Center on Child 
Abuse and Neglect in 1974 as mandated by Public Law 93-247 
(Ebeling and Hill 1983, 243). More recently, during the 
1980's, attention has been given to the issue of sexual 
abuse of children. Articles about child sexual abuse are 
appearing in professional journals whose audiences include 
physicians, psychologists, psychiatrists, teachers, 
corrections officials and social workers. Salient among the 
issues in the increased awareness is defining child abuse in 
general and child sexual abuse specifically. 
Ruth and C. Henry Kempe define child sexual abuse as 
either extrafamilial in which the offender is not a family 
member, or intrafamilial in which case the offender is 
within the family (Kempe and Kempe 1984, 22). It is the 
father-daughter type of intrafamilial sexual abuse that this 
study will address. 
In an effort to explain intrafamilial sexual abuse, all 
members of the incestuous family have been blamed at one 
time or another for its occurrence (Mayer 1983, 22). It is 
noted that blame for the incident of father-daughter incest 
is often bestowed upon the mother, who is either accused of 
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setting up the incestuous act or of cultivating it once she 
has either consciously or unconsciously become aware of its 
occurrence • These conclusions were reached in many 
instances because the mother either failed to report a 
suspected or known case of father- -daughter incest, or 
because she defended the offender when the case was 
discovered (Meiselman 1979, 169). 
Some authors indicate that the mother denies the incest 
and that the mother is frigid, that she keeps herself tired 
and worn out, and that she is indifferent, abser.l of 
promiscuous (Justice and Justice 1979, 97-99), leading the 
reader to conclude that it is no wonder the father turns to 
the daughter for sex. Blair and Rita Justice postulate that 
a mother takes one of two roles in incest: one of collusion 
or one of direct participation. They further define 
"nonparticipant" mothers as those who allow incest to occur 
in their homes as opposed to those who may actually initiate 
the activity (Justice and Justice 1979, 96-97). Here, 
mothers are seen as responsible for the act either through 
collusion and by allowing the incest to occur. Before 
responsibility can be placed on any individual, however, the 
term incest must be defined and its meaning explored. 
Definition of Incest 
In the United States alone, incest takes on many 
different meanings in legal circles, in the medical and 
social science field, and for the population at large. The 
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United States has long subscribed to the belief that incest 
is one of the clearest taboos of our society. All societies 
do not agree, however, and the incest taboo is nonexistent 
in some cultures that believe incest will ensure prosperity 
or promote a pure bloodline (Forward and Buck 1978, 14). 
The problem in defining incest in the United States 
comes from clarifying what members of society, acting in 
what manner, constitutes the concept of incest. While 
incest is traditionally thought of as a father and daughter 
engaged in intercourse, the boundaries of this definition 
are blurred when the offender may not be a biological 
parent, when the victim is an adolescent, and when the 
offending act is something other than intercourse. While 
reported cases are rare, mother-son incest does occur, as do 
sexual relations between siblings (Justice and Justice 1979, 
102 and 61). The task of defining incest is further 
complicated when the offender may be a stepparent, a live-in 
boyfriend of the mother, or may involve fondling instead of 
intercourse. Because she feels that any sexual act 
performed with a child will leave permanent scars on the 
child's developing sexuality, Adele Mayer defines incest as 
"any sexual contact or interaction between family members 
that are not marital partners" (Mayer 1983, 4). She 
describes "sexual contact or interaction" by including the 
following acts: pornographic photography, sexual gestures, 
parental exposure of genitalia, fondling, petting, fellatio, 
cunnilingus, intercourse, and any and all varieties of other 
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sexual contact. 
In her attempt to better define incest, Jean Renvoize 
considers incest to be a sexual relationship between a 
person under the legal age of consent and an older person 
who has a close family tie, blood tie, or substitute 
(Renvoize 1982, 31). Renvoize also defines incest in a 
broad manner, saying. that it includes sexual acts from 
intercourse to exhibitionism. The primary factor, she 
relates, is that the victim perceives the act as sexual in 
nature and that it is to be of sufficient intensity to cause 
a "disturbance," either at that time or a later date. It is 
because of these discrepancies in defining incest that the 
report of its incidence is so difficult. 
Incidence of Incest 
There are many factors that make estimating the 
prevalence of incest in the United States a difficult task. 
As incest is considered to be one category of child sexual 
abuse, incest is often not identified as such in child 
sexual abuse reporting in that this classification is not 
legally required (Justice and Justice 1979, 17). 
Distinctions must be made between incidence studies 
that are based on reported cases or a projection of cases 
based on past findings substantiating sexual abuse. Many 
times legal complaints and prosecutions of incest cases are 
used to estimate incidence, although many professionals, as 
well as lay people, are often reluctant to report incest, 
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and many cases never see prosecution. The validity of such 
findings is further questioned when the definition of incest 
is not a consistent one. For example, it is difficult to 
understand the scope of incest, when in 1982 the American 
Humane Association indicated that there were 22,918 cases of 
child sexual abuse reported to their agency (Finkelhor 1984, 
1), while Henry Giarretto in the same year estimated the 
yearly cases of incest to be as high as 250,000 (Kempe and 
Kempe 1984, 14). The problems in estimating the prevalence 
of incest are great, though it cannot be said that it is an 
incident of small scope or consequence. 
Figures reflecting the incidence of father-daughter 
incest are likewise scarce and inadequate. In 1979 David 
Finkelhor took on this task by compiling the findings of 
five surveys conducted between 1940 and 1978. When the 
figures from these studies were applied to the general 
population, Finkelhor surmised that nearly 1 million women 
had been involved in incestuous relations with their fathers 
and that 16,000 new cases occur each year (Herman 1981, 14). 
In an effort to explain the incidence of child sexual abuse, 
certain variables such as race and economic status come 
under scrutiny. 
In addressing the relationship of child sexual abuse 
and race, Finkelhor has not been able to determine any 
significant differences in the rate of child sexual abuse 
among blacks and whites. After reviewing several studies of 
prevalence, he concluded that the percentage of black cases 
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is no more than the percentage of blacks in the population 
as a whole (Finkelhor 1986, 70). In reviewing the 
relationship of income and social class to child sexual 
abuse, Finkelhor is skeptical of the stereotype of child 
sexual abuse being more prevalent in low income families. 
Whereas the frustrations of unemployment, inadeguate 
education, poor housing and financial strain is believed to 
be a contributing factor in the physical abuse of children, 
no such correlation has been proven in the incidence of 
child sexual abuse. Finkelhor again reviewed several 
studies to compare the income level of victimized children, 
and found no significant relationship between sexual abuse 
and social class. When reported cases of abuse are used for 
study, he does note a positive relationship between the two 
variables. A relationship that exists, in his opinion, 
because the child welfare system is biased in identifying 
abuse in lower social strata (Finkelhor 1986, 68-69). 
It is because father-daughter incest is the most 
commonly reported type of incest that the researcher has 
chosen this group for study. Kempe and Kempe cite that 
father-daughter and stepfather-daughter incest accounts for 
approximately 3/4 of all reported cases (Kempe & Kempe 1984, 
48) . It is father-daughter incest that most social workers 
will be likely to come in contact with, making the study 
more appropriate for the expansion of treatment knowledge 
than a study of some of the less substantiated types of 
incest. 
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Importance of Incest to Social Work 
Because there has been little research done in 
examining the characteristics of the mother in father- 
daughter incest, this topic is a pertinent one for research. 
As social workers deal with incest from crisis intervention 
to long-term therapy, it is important to understand common 
characteristics in the mother's personality. It is with a 
better understanding of the mother's characteristics and the 
way in which she interacts in the family setting that more 
accurate, holistic assessments can be done prior to 
treatment. 
The use of this knowledge about the mother's 
characteristics, to include self-esteem, is not only 
important to the social worker in a treatment setting, it is 
equally important for the social worker in a protective 
services setting and for the social workers in a medical 
setting who often deals with the mother when she may be most 
upset and frightened. It is much easier to empathize with 
these women and understand their dilemma when the social 




REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Before examining the role of the mother in father- 
daughter incest and what is currently known about her self¬ 
esteem, an overview of incest and the aspects peculiar to 
father-daughter incest are presented. A review of the 
literature will provide a knowledge base from which to 
conceptualize the mother's relationship to the sexual 
relations between her mate and her daughter. 
Incest as a Form of Child Abuse 
While it took years in the United States to take note 
of the physical abuse and neglect of children, the attention 
given to child sexual abuse was facilitated in recent years 
by the media's attempt to bring child abuse out of the 
closet. Ruth and C. Henry Kempe explain that sexually 
abused children and their families have received more 
attention in the past few years due to medical advances that 
gave doctors a more reliable way of diagnosing sexual abuse 
(Kempe and Kempe 1984, 3). Finkelhor, however, attributes 
the unveiling of child abuse to two groups who actively 
promote these issues as social problems in the past few 
years. The author states that the women's movement and the 
children's protection movement have worked hard to see that 
these issues receive public attention. Though advocates of 
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the women's movement tend to take a victim advocacy approach 
to child sexual abuse whereby punishment of the offender is 
sought, the child protectors favor whole family treatment 
programs in an attempt to keep the family together. Though 
their proposed ways of dealing with child sexual abuse 
differ, they have done much, in Finkelhor's opinion, to make 
the public more aware of child sexual abuse as a social 
problem (Finkelhor 1984, 3-4). Because of the taboo the 
United States places on incest, the public's reaction to 
this form of child sexual abuse is often one of disbelief or 
denial when a case comes to their attention. Father- 
daughter incest is the type most recognized by the public. 
Father-Daughter Incest 
Father-daughter incest is thought to be the most common 
form of intrafamilial sexual abuse, though the taboo against 
incest often dissuades people from reporting incest in any 
form. Some researchers estimate that father-daughter incest 
accounts for approximately three-fourths of the reported 
incest cases (Kempe and Kempe 1984, 48). Finkelhor's 
earlier estimate of 16,000 new cases of father-daughter 
incest each year does give the reader an idea of the scope 
of this problem (Herman 1981, 14). 
Judith Herman's study of 40 women who had had 
incestuous relationships with their fathers was based on 
extensive interviews conducted by trained professionals in 
1977. All of the women participating in the study were 
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outpatients in psychotherapy that had been located through a 
network of therapists in the Boston area. This survey 
yielded results that seem typical of previous studies about 
father-daughter incest; 42.5% of the victims were the 
oldest daughter in the family, and the average duration of 
the incestuous relationship was 3.8 years (Herman 1981, 69 
and 84). Researchers who limit their definition of incest 
to intercourse find these daughters to be somewhat older at 
the onset of the relationship, as compared to the 
researchers who define incest as any sexual contact and find 
the age of onset to be closer to grade schoolers (Herman 
1981, 85) . 
When considering the age of the victim, the question of 
consent often arises. According to Mayer, no minor, 
according to law, is capable of consensual sexual relations 
(Mayer 1983, 14). Robert Geiser echoes this sentiment by 
stating that children do not have the ability to make 
choices or decisions about sexual behavior, and so cannot be 
held responsible for sexual relations with an adult (Geiser 
1979, 47-48). Many incest offenders will disagree with 
this, claiming their child acted in a seductive manner in 
order to initiate the sexual activity. Because children are 
not able to give consent to these relations, Judith Herman 
feels that the question of force in determining blame is 
irrelevant, since force is seldom necessary to gain the 
compliance of a child (Herman 1979, 27). Although force is 
often employed by men labeled tyrants or authoritarians, 
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(Justice and Justice 1979, 77), Blair and Rita Justice 
report that no force is necessary in 90% of incest cases 
(Justice and Justice 1979, 94). 
From Herman's research, she discovered that the 
informants described their fathers as true patriarchs who 
headed the household without question. Thirty-one of the 40 
fathers were the sole supporters in their families, and were 
described as being competent employees with good work 
histories (Herman 1981, 71). Although there is a great deal 
of conflicting data that relates physical and sexual abuse 
in the family pathology, Herman found that 50% of her 
informants claimed their fathers were habitually violent and 
had seen their mothers being beaten (Herman 1981, 73). One 
third of those interviewed felt their fathers had been 
problem drinkers at the time of the incestuous relationship 
(Herman 1981, 76), an excuse many fathers have used in an 
attempt to explain their behavior (Justice and Justice, 63). 
The mother's role in father-daughter incest and her 
contribution to the same are often seen as very instrumental 
in "setting up" the affair. Although authors who prescribe 
to either the feminist philosophy or the family system 
theory seem to be adamant in their stands, it seems that all 
would agree that the mother plays a very important role in 
what Mayer terms the "incestuous triad" (Mayer 1983, 27). 
This concept of the triad is important, Mayer feels, due to 
the nature of incest. Father-daughter incest is motivated 
not by individual psychopathologies as in other types of 
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incest, but by the urge to satisfy underlying emotional 
needs. For this reason it is seen as a family dysfunction 
whereby social isolation, marital discord and the mother's 
role all play a part in setting up the incestuous act (Mayer 
1983, 21-23). Before examining the mother's role in father- 
daughter incest, some of what are considered as her common 
characteristics should be described. 
Justice and Justice conducted a study of incest which 
involved surveying 112 families of incest, reviewing child 
welfare records and files, and a review of the literature on 
incest. Armed with this data plus their personal 
experiences in working with incest families, they concluded 
that the nonparticipant mother in father-daughter incest 
would have one or more of the following characteristics: 
1. She seeks a role reversal with her daughter; 
2. She is frigid or wants no sex with her 
husband ; 
3. She keeps herself tired and worn out; 
4. She is weak and submissive; 
5. She becomes "Mom" to her husband; 
6. She is indifferent, absent or promiscuous 
(Justice and Justice 1979, 97-99). 
Sgroi cites similar characteristics, stating that the 
mother is usually subordinate to the offender, that she is 
likely to become physically or psychologically absent and 
that she eschews her maternal role (Sgroi 1982, 28-29). 
Sgroi further describes these mothers as having low self¬ 
esteem, a poor self-image, and as suffering from depression 
(Sgroi 1982, 195). 
Another characteristic often viewed as common of the 
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mother in the incestuous triad is that of her own prior 
sexual abuse. Sgroi finds that sexual abuse was a common 
feature in the background of the mothers she had worked with 
(Sgroi 1982, 195) and prior sexual abuse is seen by 
Meiselman as one of the factors that can weaken the mother's 
internalized incest taboo (Meiselman 1979, 115). Renvoize 
states that many psychologists feel that the denial that 
results from the mother's own history of incest prevents 
them from seeing the sexual relationship going on between 
her mate and her daughter (Renvoize 1982, 116). This 
earlier incestuous relationship between the mother and her 
own father or father-figure is also one of the reasons 
Renvoize gives for the sexual problems she has in relating 
to her husband (Renvoize 1982, 40-41). Additionally, in 
Vincent DeFrancis's three year study of 523 cases of child 
sexual abuse, 11% of the victims' mothers were found to have 
been child victims of sex crimes, themselves (DeFrancis 
1969, 219). In Kempe and Kempe's discussion of predicting 
the sexual abuse of children, they state that in looking at 
the family history, the mother's sexual victimization that 
is often found in successive generations should be noted 
(Kempe and Kempe 1984, 197). 
In light of the family pathology that surrounds father- 
daughter incest, the effects of incest on the child would 
seem to be compounded. In exploring the long-term effects 
of father-daughter incest, many authors disagree as to the 
extent or intensity of psychological damage. In most 
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surveys, adult respondents are asked to rate their feelings 
about the incest on scales that included responses such as 
"Unpleasant" or "Extremely Unpleasant" (Herman 1981, 28). 
In a study conducted by Finkelhor, of all types of 
experiences reported, the father-daughter and stepfather- 
daughter incestuous acts received the most negative possible 
evaluations (Herman 1981, 29) . 
When the use of force is involved, when it is of long 
duration and when the offender is a relative or primary 
family member, victims of child sexual abuse do seem to be 
more vulnerable to pathological developments as they grow 
older (Herman 1981, 29). One of the major consequences, 
Herman feels, is that childhood sexual abuse may be only the 
beginning of a lifetime full of repeated victimizations 
(Herman 1981, 34). 
Causal Theories and the Mother's Perceived Role 
in Father-Daughter Incest 
There are many theories surrounding the cause of 
father-daughter incest, only some of which place the 
responsibility for its occurrence on the father. While 
Finkelhor does not differentiate between sexual abuse, child 
molesting, incest and pedophilia, his multifactor 
explanation for child molesting behavior clearly cites the 
offender as the responsible party. His four factor 
explanation for child sexual abuse includes the theories 
that these men are emotionally congruent with children, that 
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children are more sexually arousing than adults, that they 
experience some form of blockage that prevents them from 
meeting their sexual and emotional needs in an adult 
relationship, and finally that they lack adequate inhibition 
against having sex with children (Finkelhor 1986, 117). 
Other theories, such as the one employed by Blair and 
Rita Justice, do not specify one person as responsible for 
the incest. They feel that three factors are involved in 
understanding why incest occurs: the personalities of the 
individuals involved, their setting, situation and 
circumstance, and changes or crises that have recently 
occurred in their lives (Justice and Justice 1979, 110). 
This theory is similar to the one that considers incest a 
sign of family pathology. Geiser feels that it is the 
pattern of family psychodynamics that determines whether 
incest remains a fantasy or becomes a reality. When the 
father and daughter seek nurturance in these families, he 
feels they ultimately find it in each other as neither feel 
they can go to the mother for support (Geiser 1979, 55-56). 
This family dysfunction theory of causation is a 
popular one in the treatment of incest, though many 
therapists feel that it is not the family dysfunction that 
causes the incest. Doris Stevens, of the Harborview Sexual 
Assault Center in Seattle, Washington, says: 
We believe pretty much that incest is not a result 
of dysfunctional problems within a family culminating in 
incest and other kinds of maladaptive behavior; we 
believe that because a member of the family - usually 
the father - has a sexual deviance, that that causes 
other problems in the family (Renvoize 1982, 197). 
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The feminism movement has contributed theories of 
causation that cite that the wealth of power men have in 
this society contributes to the occurrence of sexual abuse. 
The different ways in which males and females are socialized 
also contributes to the problem, as does pornography 
(Finkelhor 1984, 225). Because these theories are new ones 
due to the movement they were born out of, further 
investigation and refinement must be accomplished before 
they are widely accepted. 
Traditionally, the literature has shown the mother in a 
much more negative light than the feminists chose to place 
her in. The mother is often seen as being collusive and as 
one who bears a great deal of the responsibility for the act 
committed by her mate (Justice and Justice 1979, 96). 
Justice and Justice believe that most mothers are aware on 
some level that they were involved in setting up the incest 
(Justice and Justice 1979, 101-102). One of the 
contributing factors in the belief that while the mother is 
still actively seeking nurturing from her own mother, she 
abandons her daughter by not protecting her adequately and 
by expecting her to take on the wife/mother role in the 
family. By withdrawing from her husband sexually, they feel 
the mother has "invited" him to turn to the daughter 
(Justice and Justice 1979, 147-148). 
This belief that the mother has driven her husband to 
have sex with a daughter is a popular one. It is a common 
excuse used by offenders when asked why they committed the 
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incest (Renvoize 1982, 70), although some studies indicate 
that sexual relations between the marital partners had 
continued during the course of the incest (Renvoize 1982, 
96). In I.B. Weiner's 1962 clinical report of father- 
daughter incest, he reported that four out of five wives of 
incestuous fathers were considered to be frigid (Meiselman 
1979, 124), and Meiselman agrees, saying she feels this 
frigidity leaves the husband without a socially acceptable 
sexual outlet (Meiselman 1979, 125). 
While it is very likely that many couples in the 
incestuous family may be experiencing sexual difficulties in 
their marriage, it seems unlikely that this occurrence is 
the responsibility of the woman alone. Instead it may well 
be an inability on the man's part to relate to the wife in 
an emotional way that is satisfying to her, facilitating 
withdrawal on both sides (Renvoize 1982, 96-97). If the 
mother was a victim of incest, she will most likely have 
sexual problems in her marriage. Blaming the mother, then, 
for sexual problems in the marriage and for thereby forcing 
her husband onto her daughter is simply an easy 
justification of what is more likely an indicator of low 
self-esteem in several members of the family (Renvoize 1982, 
40-41). 
Another common thought in the literature about incest 
mothers is that she has often "abandoned" the family by 
accepting employment, by chronic illness, or by visiting 
friends or relatives rather than remaining at home to care 
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for her family. On one hand, Justice and Justice say the 
opportunity for incest arises when the mother is "forced" to 
take a job because of her husband's lack of employment 
(Justice and Justice 1979, 121), indicating that at least 
the woman has the strength to support her family and has 
done what was necessary to do so. On the other hand, they 
are indicating that if the mother does take a job outside 
the home, this plus her reliance on other family members 
(typically the oldest daughter) "sets up" the stage for 
incest and makes outside work a poor personal choice. Ruth 
and C. Henry Kempe take into account the often stormy 
marital relationships between these couples and indicate 
that a job outside the home may provide her with 
companionship and a life of her own that she could not find 
at home (Kempe and Kempe 1979, 53). Suzanne Sgroi feels 
likewise, stating that because wives of dominant husbands 
are usually more socially isolated and dependent, when they 
seek to escape the frustration, unpleasantness and boredom 
of their home, they justify their absence through employment 
(Sgroi 1982, 193). Again, the mother's absence from the 
home, either because of employment, illness, or a desire to 
meet her social needs, may be directly related to her self¬ 
esteem or her lack of it. To say that she is absent from 
the home and thereby "sets up" the incestuous relationship 
is too superficial an explanation or excuse. 
Blair and Rita Justice's notion of the mother being 
weak and submissive is their way of saying she is dependent 
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upon her husband for emotional and physical security and is 
therefore submissive to his needs and demands (Justice and 
Justice 1979, 98). This trait is one common to the 
literature on incest, being supported by the Kempes (Kempe 
and Kempe 1979, 147), Herman (Herman 1981, 49), Mayer (Mayer 
1983, 30), Sgroi (Sgroi 1982, 192), and Meiselman (Meiselman 
1979, 118). Sgroi treats this dimension of the mother's 
character with assertiveness training in a group therapy 
milieu using role playing and role modeling (Sgroi, 201). 
In another common characteristic described by Justice 
and Justice, the wife is the dominant figure and the husband 
is the more dependent of the two, forcing the husband to 
consider his wife as a mother figure, making her ineligible 
as a sex partner in his mind (Justice and Justice 1979, 99). 
For this reason the husband turns to the daughter for sex 
and assumes a role much like an adolescent in the family. 
Although this female dominated household seems to be 
represented in only a small number of father-daughter incest 
cases (Herman 1981, 73), Sgroi recognizes this pattern of 
behavior and notes that wives of dependent husbands tend to 
be stronger, more assertive and seem to have better 
developed social skills (Sgroi 1982, 192). 
Justice and Justice's claim that mothers in the 
incestuous triad are often indifferent, absent or 
promiscuous covers a wide range of behaviors and possible 
causes. Included in this category are mothers who seem 
unconcerned about the roles the father and daughter have 
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assumed, those who are absent either through illness or 
employment, and those who do not observe the "normal 
constraints" in which sexual needs are met (Justice and 
Justice 1979, 99). The term promiscuous has many 
definitions as does incest and so is a difficult concept to 
apply to this group of women. Because Blair and Rita 
Justice do not clearly define what is meant by promiscuous 
and because society is constantly redefining sexual norms, 
their notion of promiscuity is a relatively useless term for 
current research. 
Another factor that seems to indicate to some 
researchers that the mother is responsible in some way for 
the incest, is that of her denial. Although the authors of 
literature on incest remain divided in the mother's role in 
creating the atmosphere fertile for sexual relations between 
father and daughter, it is generally agreed upon that some 
mothers more readily admit a case of incest when confronted 
with it, while others deny even strong signals that might 
indicate its existence (Sgroi 1982, 193). 
It is logical to assume that those mothers who deny the 
incest will not seek outside intervention and will have 
failed in their role as a "protector" for their daughter. 
These mothers, some of whom were incest victims themselves, 
may be unable to face up to the prospect of incest in her 
family, so may ignore any warning signs that would seem 
obvious to another (Renvoize 1982, 117). Those authors 
quick to blame the mother feel that mothers deny the incest 
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because it was they who "set it up" to relieve themselves of 
-their sexual role in marriage (Meiselman 1979, 169). In the 
1972 study of father-daughter incest done by Narcyz 
Lukianowicz, it is stated that in 10 out of 26 cases of 
father-daughter incest, the mother had been aware of the 
incest for some time before the affair ended. These women 
had not seriously opposed their husbands and desired to 
maintain peace in the family. Lukianowicz went on to state 
that a mother's feeble attempt to do something about the 
incest may be more damaging to the daughter than if nothing 
had been done (Meiselman 1979, 174-175). 
In her book, Meiselman suggests that probably the most 
common reason for denial is that the mother fears a divorce, 
the loss of her financial support, public humiliation and 
legal proceedings against her husband (Meiselman 1979, 169). 
Those women most likely to act promptly to end the incest, 
she feels, are those who are already dissatisfied with the 
marriage and incest is viewed as the last straw (Meiselman 
1979, 171). 
In a study conducted over a four year period at the 
Boston Pediatric Walk-In Clinic, it was found in 24 out of 
44 cases of attempted and completed cases of child sexual 
assault by a family member, the mothers did initiate legal 
action against the offender. In this sample, in 27 of 44 
cases the offender was the father or in the father-surrogate 
role, and only two of the victims were boys. In two cases 
the mother maintained her loyalty to the child by filing for 
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divorce and petitioning for custody of the child, and in 22 
cases legal action was taken and the cases entered the 
criminal justice system. For various reason, the attrition 
rate for these cases was quite high, and only a few actually 
reached trial level (Burgess, Holstrom and McCausland 1977, 
248). Burgess feels that reporting intrafamilial child 
sexual abuse is difficult for mothers because of conflicting 
role expectations that on the one hand tell her to be loyal 
to her child and to treat the offending family member as a 
stranger, and on the other hand to make an exception for the 
offender because he is a family member (Burgess, Holstrom 
and McCausland 1977, 245). DeFrancis categorizes these 
parental responses to child sexual abuse in three ways: 
1. Child Oriented: This response is most common when 
the offender is a stranger or not a part of the 
primary family system. The parent expresses a 
strong concern for the child and is receptive to 
police intervention. A child from this family has 
a better chance for recovery from the assault 
within a minimal amount of time. 
2. Self Oriented: These parents feel some guilt or 
inadequacy for having failed to provide adequate 
protection for their children. 
3 . Offender Oriented : 
A. Aggressive: The parent wants the offender 
identified and apprehended immediately. 
B. Protective: Parent wants the offender 
protected from authorities. The offender is 
typically a family member, step-parent or 
boyfriend (Leaman 1980, 22). 
Those mothers reluctant to report child sexual abuse in 
their families would most likely be placed in the Offender 
Oriented category, Protective type, as they have been 
depicted in the literature of incest. 
In a 1976 study conducted by the American Humane 
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Association, in 102 cases of natural father-daughter incest, 
the " mother made the initial report in only 11.8% of the 
cases. It was the victim who reported the incident most 
often, with 19% of the cases being reported by them 
(Renvoize 1982, 60). 
In 1981, Finkelhor conducted a study in Boston in which 
521 parents were extensively interviewed to gain some 
understanding of their exposure to child sexual 
victimization. Of those parents claiming a case of child 
sexual abuse in their household, only slightly more than 
one-half of them reported the abuse to any agency. Among 
the non-reporting parents, there seemed to prevail an 
attitude of the incident not being anyone else's business 
and that they could handle it themselves (Finkelhor 1984, 
79-80). 
Finkelhor also found that many of the parents were not 
aware of what benefits were available to them from seeking 
professional help, as punishment of the offender seemed to 
be the biggest motivator for seeking outside assistance. As 
a consequence, the reporters sought assistance from the 
police on a much larger scale than from any other social 
agency, doctor, or mental health facility, and little 
emphasis was placed on the child's well-being after an 
incident of child sexual abuse (Finkelhor 1984, 80). 
There is no doubt that, as Finkelhor has suggested, 
these finding indicate a great need for public education so 
that families know where to turn in the instance of child 
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sexual abuse. The public's lack of awareness has no doubt 
influenced what other " authors label an unwillingness by 
mothers to report the sexual abuse she sees taking place in 
her own household. What is clear from the review of the 
literature is that there are many factors influencing those 
members in a household where incest is likely to occur or 
has occurred. Incest is rarely seen wholly as a product of 
sexual drive and rarely is only one person held responsible. 
Whether the offender or the mother is seen as the person 
bearing the majority of the responsibility, it is common to 
find that the mother's self-esteem or lack of it, is often 
questioned and is viewed as a common trait in the incestuous 
family. It is this characteristic that will be explored 
further. 
Concept of Self-Esteem as it Applies 
To Mothers in the Incestuous Triad 
The literature on incest cites the mother for "setting 
up" the incest between father and daughter by forcing her 
husband to turn to the daughter because of her own 
frigidity, by accepting employment, by being ill and by 
spending time with friends and relatives. The mother is 
seen as the figure who does not intercede in the incestuous 
relationship because it relieves her of her sexual "duties" 
with her husband, because she fears public humiliation, loss 
of financial support and the loss of a spouse or boyfriend. 
Because it is believed that the mother’s self-esteem plays 
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an important role in how she views these potential 
consequences, it is hypothesized that the level of her self¬ 
esteem plays an integral role in determining her role in the 
incestuous triad. 
Just as incest means many things to different people, 
so does the term self-esteem. In defining this concept, a 
definition is drawn from the work of Coopersmith to be used 
operationally in this research project: 
Self-esteem is defined as the evaluation which the 
individual makes and customarily maintains with regard 
to the self: It expresses an attitude of approval or 
disapproval, and indicates the extent to which the 
individual believes the self to be capable, significant, 
successful and worthy (Coopersmith 1967, 4-5). 
Self-esteem is an important concept to consider when 
describing the characteristics of mothers of father-daughter 
incest victims as many traits considered common to 
individuals with low self-esteem are often evidenced by 
mothers through their behaviors. Individuals with low self¬ 
esteem, as compared to medium or high levels, are more 
likely to: 
A. exhibit anxiety, depression and neurotic behaviors; 
B. perform less effectively under stress and failure; 
C. exhibit poorer social skills and less sociability; 
D. be more persuasible and conforming; 
E. lack initiative and assertiveness; 
F. have lower aspirations and expectations of success 
(Tharenou 1979, 316-317). 
As Wells and Marwell describe self-esteem, they relate 
that "much of what a person chooses to do, and the manner in 
which he does it, is presumed to be dependent upon his self¬ 
esteem" (Wells and Marwell 1976, 60). They characterize 
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those with low self-esteem as lacking self-confidence, 
dependent on others, shy, guarded and likely to value 
conformity and use defense facades (Wells and Marwell 1976, 
70) . 
In mentioning the mothers in the incestuous triad, 
their self-esteem is dealt with by authors both directly 
and indirectly. As with many authors, Hoorwitz states that 
the poor self-esteem of the mother in the incestuous triad 
should be a target for treatment but then fails to elaborate 
further (Hoorwitz 1983, 520). Other authors, such as Sgroi, 
postulate on the roots of this low self-esteem by stating 
that low self-esteem probably antedated the marriage and was 
simply reinforced by the faulty husband and wife 
relationship. Over time, her self-esteem diminished further 
by the isolation and the alienation from positive and 
supportive relationships that she so desperately needs 
(Sgroi 1982, 195). The interpersonal relationship she has 
with her husband reinforces her feelings of low self-worth, 
unattractiveness and failure, creating within her this cycle 
of pervasive past and present failure and the expectation 
that she will fail again in the future (Sgroi 1982, 196). 
These feelings of low self-esteem and the expectation of 
failure significantly contribute to depression (Sgroi 1982, 
195) which is identified as another characteristic common to 
these mothers (Justice and Justice 1979, 99; Herman 1981, 
77; Mayer 1983, 85). Because denial has been such an 
integral part of their makeup for so long, Mayer feels this 
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impedes the treatment of mothers in the incestuous triad as 
they have difficulty getting in touch with their feelings 
such as depression, guilt, loneliness and low self-worth 
(Mayer 1983, 151). 
Mayer takes a special interest in treating the low 
self-esteem of mothers and integrates this concern into a 
treatment approach in her book. The treatment of low self¬ 
esteem is important, she feels, because the guilt and low 
self-esteem these mothers carry around immobilize them and 
render them unable to be supportive of their daughters 
(Mayer 1983, 87). The needed self-esteem is built through 
insight work and the therapist's unconditional acceptance of 
the client (Mayer 1983, 83). Achieved goals are emphasized 
to raise self-esteem and group work provides support, shared 
experiences, acceptance, and assertiveness training (Mayer 
1983, 151). Mayer also utilizes a technique she calls 
retaping whereby negative thoughts are identified and 
replaced with positive, action-oriented ones through auto¬ 
suggestion (Mayer 1983, 87). Her interest in the mother's 
self-esteem is the only one this researcher has seen carried 
through to include a treatment approach. 
The researcher was unable to locate any previous 
projects whereby the self-esteem of mothers in the triad 
were measured in any way. Although Kempe and Kempe allude 
to her low self-esteem (Kempe and Kempe 1984, 148) and 
Sgroi, Mayer, and Hoorwitz deal with it in a more direct 
manner, all fail to define their meaning of self-esteem and 
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how the self-esteem of mothers was assessed. Due to this 
disadvantage, self-esteem studies reviewed can only give the 
reader a general idea of what previous self-esteem studies 
have shown and how their results relate to this study. In 
1982 Geist and Borecki published the results of their study 
that indicated that their college student subjects rating 
high on the Social Avoidance and Distress Scale tended to 
perceive themselves as externally controlled and exhibited a 
low level of self-esteem. It was concluded that those 
subjects with a low level of self-esteem would feel less 
confident in their ability to interact with others and would 
result in avoidance of social situations (Geist and Borecki 
1982, 612). This conclusion supports Rosenberg's theory 
that individuals with low self-esteem tend to experience 
greater interpersonal awkwardness and interpersonal 
isolation than one with high self-esteem (Geist and Borecki 
1982, 611). It is this sense of isolation that the Justices 
identify as one of the typical problems worked on with the 
parents in the incestuous triad (Justice & Justice, p. 246), 
and one in which Mayer recognizes as a common characteristic 
in incestuous families (Mayer, 22) . 
It is clear that low self-esteem is a characteristic of 
the mother in the incestuous triad that is widely recognized 
in the literature. What is commonly missing, however, is a 
definition of low self-esteem or any attempt to quantify 
that. This study is an attempt to clarify the importance of 





The concept of self-esteem was popularized by- 
sociologists and psychologists in the last century who were 
known for their theories of "self." William James, writing 
in 1890 is generally identified as the earliest "self" 
psychologist, his writings being standard references on the 
topic of self-esteem. James postulated that the self is a 
conscious phenomenon and that a person has a high self¬ 
esteem to the degree that his aspirations and achievements 
tend to converge. Rather than seeing self-esteem as a 
stable self-evaluation, James likens self-esteem to a 
barometer that may rise or fall from one day to another. 
The concept of self-esteem is an important one to each 
individual, he felt, as all people have a basic self-seeking 
tendency that is tied to the need for self-preservation 
(Wells and Marwell 1976, 15). 
C.H. Cooley, writing in 1902, presented his thoughts on 
self-esteem in a more sociological light. Cooley is best 
known for his notion of "the looking-glass self," which 
explains that a person's perception of himself is determined 
by his perceptions of other peoples' reactions to him (Wells 
and Marwell 1976, 16). According to Cooley, "A self-idea of 
this sort seems to have three principal elements: the 
imagination of our appearance to the other person; the 
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imagination of his judgement of that appearance; and some 
sort of self-feeling" (Cooley 1902, 151-152). Like James, 
Cooley saw the self as an instinct that worked to unify and 
stimulate person's behavior with an underlying motive of 
self-appreciation necessary for survival. Cooley further 
postulated that individuals have a need for protecting the 
self against negative influences as a way of ensuring self- 
preservation . 
One of the most widely recognized theorists of the self 
is G.H. Mead, who saw the self as a social phenomenon. Mead 
theorized that the self is a product of interactions in 
which the individual experiences himself as reflected in the 
behavior of others, similar to Cooley's looking-glass self. 
This premise in Mead's writings is known as the "generalized 
other." Mead characterized the self as a set of reflexive 
attitudes and described self-esteem as the evaluative 
component of each of these attitudes, or as the totality of 
all such evaluations. Like James and Cooley, Mead 
recognized the tendency of people to self-actualize, but 
rather than labeling this as a drive for self-preservation, 
Mead instead favored the notion of this drive being one of a 
strive for superiority (Wells and Marwell 1976, 18). 
From a psychoanalytic point of view, Karen Horney 
assumes that all individuals have the desire to value 
themselves and to be valued by others, the outcome being 
either self-esteem or self-alienation (Wells and Marwell 
1976, 19). Stanley Coopersmith, writing on the early 
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development of self-esteem, postulates that four variables 
are determinants of self-esteem: success, values, 
aspirations and defenses. "The process of self-judgement 
derives from a subjective judgement of success, with that 
appraisal weighted accordingly to the value placed upon 
different areas of capacity and performance, measured 
against a person's personal goals and standards and filtered 
through his capacity to defend himself against presumed or 
actual occurrences of failure" (Coopersmith 1967, 242). 
Although there is an abundance of literature on self¬ 
esteem, its basic premises, its origin, its formation and 
its measurement, Wells and Marwell state that self-esteem is 
a difficult concept with which to work. Over-application of 
the term and poor operationalization have made the study of 
this concept difficult (Wells and Marwell 1976, 228) . 
Regardless of these problems, Wells and Marwell feel the 
study of self-esteem is important in interpreting human 
conduct, relating that how people think and evaluate 
themselves as a consequence of basic social conditions and 
as a predisposition for subsequent behaviors is an essential 
component in interpreting conduct. They define self-esteem 
as a phenomenal process whereby the person perceives 
characteristics of himself and reacts to those 
characteristics emotionally or behaviorally (Wells and 
Marwell 1976, 64). Self-esteem, according to Wells and 
Marwell, is being used more and more as a social indicator 
in the analysis of social growth and progress, appearing in 
33 
discussions about such social problems as racism, sexism, 
unemployment and poor education (Wells and Marwell 1976, 
250) . 
In this study self-esteem is used in a manner that 
Wells and Marwell might define as a social indicator, and so 
it is from their theoretical base that this study is 
grounded. Because the literature on incest implies that the 
low self-esteem of family members, particularly that of the 
mother, aids in setting the stage for incest to occur, this 
notion of self-esteem as a social indicator seems 
particularly appropriate. 
While it is not the intent of this study to explain the 
occurrence of incest based on the mother's self-esteem or to 
associate her self-esteem to other variables in an attempt 
to explain the incest, her self-esteem is seen as worthy of 
attention. If, in other studies, mothers' low self-esteem 
is found to be associated with the occurrence of incest, it, 
in itself, is a characteristic worthy of treatment and 
prevention. In light of James' and Cooley's notion that 
self-esteem is essential for self-preservation, low self¬ 
esteem would seem to have particular importance in the 
occurrence of suicide. 
Hudson, in stating that his two scales measuring 
depression and self-esteem are highly correlated with one 
another, indicates that a score of 70 or above on these 
scales should indicate the possibility of suicide or a 
suicidal attempt from the client (Hudson 1982, 3-4). As 
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noted earlier, many mothers in the incestuous triad are 
commonly thought to be suffering from depression (.Sgroi 
1982, 195), so this characteristic, combined with low self¬ 
esteem creates an atmosphere where the potential for 
suicidal thoughts may be likely. If for no other reason 
than this, the study of the self-esteem of the mother in the 
incestuous triad is an important one if human life and it's 





This section of the study discusses the sample design, 
data collection procedures, operationalization, empirical 
hypothesis, methods of analysis and the scope and 
limitations of the study. A total of 18 two-part 
questionnaires were mailed to the mothers in the sample 
population in order to gain data about the father-daughter 
incest that had occurred in their household. An index 
designed to measure self-esteem was joined with a 
questionnaire designed by the researcher to gain more 
detailed information about the incest and the members of the 
household. The two questionnaires were mailed to the 
population, were self-administered and were returned by mail 
for analysis. Participation was on a voluntary and 
anonymous basis and the participants received no 
compensation for their participation. A response rate of 
33% yielded the results discussed in detail in Chapter V. 
The Sample 
The population for this study was obtained from a 
social service agency on the U.S. military post in the 
Southeastern United States. A military community was 
selected as a source from which to draw the population so 
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that the participants would share some commonality beyond 
that of intrafamilial sexual abuse. By being eligible for 
services at this military agency, the women in this 
population are active duty service members, wives of active 
duty or retired service members or the mother of a military 
dependent eligible for the services of that agency. 
In order to assure anonymity of the participants to the 
researcher, Clinical Investigation Services at the military 
installation stipulated that the researcher not come in 
contact with the actual records or names of the 
participants. Because it was felt the use of follow-up 
mailings would enhance the return rate, all identifying 
remarks were to be erased from the data before being 
released to the researcher. It was also suggested that as 
many women as possible should be reached by phone prior to 
the first mailing in order to solicit their participation. 
An officer of the social service agency undertook this task 
and was able to reach and gain consent from three of six 
women whose phone numbers were known to the agency. 
The records from this social service agency dated 
between January 1, 1985 and December 31, 1986 were perused 
by the agency staff to obtain all records in which 
intrafamilial sexual abuse had been identified. From these 
records 24 were found to be compatible with the researcher's 
definition of father-daughter incest and were selected for 
inclusion in this study. From the records, the mother's 
names and addresses were compiled, although in only 21 of 
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the 24 cases were addresses available. After the first 
mailing was completed on December 22, 1986, three of the 21 
packets were returned as undeliverable and with no 
forwarding address. This reduced the size of the sample to 
18. 
Because the projected size of the population was 
estimated to be approximately 25, the use of probability 
sampling was not employed. Rather, the researcher used the 
available sample for the purpose of this study. Due to the 
secrecy surrounding the act of incest, random samples are 
seldom used in the research of this type of sexual abuse 
(Wattenberg 1985, 205). These two factors together made the 
use of a random sample undesirable. 
Three mailings, dated December 22, 1986, January 8 and 
January 22, 1987, yielded seven responses, one of which was 
returned with a letter stating the respondent refused to 
participate. This resulted in a total of six completed sets 
of questionnaires, or 33% of the total population polled. 
Data Collection Procedure 
The intent of this study was twofold: to gather 
information about the characteristics of the father-daughter 
incest from this sample that, in the literature, have been 
alluded to as common, and to employ a tool to measure the 
self-esteem of the mothers in these households where incest 
had occurred. To gather this information from the sample, 
two separate instruments were distributed. In the original 
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mailing, one packed was mailed to each of the 18 women in 
the population. " This packet included a letter of 
explanation about the study and why the respondents1 
participation was solicited. This letter was written 
jointly by the researcher and the Chief of the social 
service agency so that the needs and and requirements of 
both parties could be met. r The letter was on official 
Department of Defense stationery and was signed by the Chief 
with his phone number listed as a point of contact should 
the respondents have any questions about the study they were 
being asked to participate in. The letter asked the 
respondents to complete the two questionnaires within seven 
days of their receipt and return them in the self-addressed, 
stamped envelope provided. Both the envelope to the 
participants and the self-addressed stamped envelope 
provided for the return of the instruments were Department 
of Defense envelopes that used the social service agency as 
the return address. Both envelopes carried a 2 1/2" in 
length, red CONFIDENTIAL stamp, and postage was paid on all 
envelopes by the researcher. 
The choice to utilize official stationery, envelopes, 
the signature and endorsement of the Chief of the agency and 
the use of the red stamp was made in hopes that these 
tactics would enhance the return rate by lending overt signs 
of legitimacy, worth and confidentiality to the respondents' 
participation in the study. 
The information about the abuser, the victim, the 
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mother's perception of the home environment at the time of 
the abuse, her history of physical and/or sexual abuse, her 
participation in counseling and her demographic data was 
obtained by a 34 item, five section questionnaire designed 
by the researcher. 
Section One of the questionnaire was designed to elicit 
information about the father or father-figure in the incest 
relationship: his relationship to the victim, the duration 
of the sexual abuse, his use of drugs or alcohol, his use of 
physical violence on his mate or children, his history of 
being physically or sexually abused or neglected, his legal 
status as a result of the incest being discovered, what 
counseling he may have received since the incest was 
discovered, and the level of his education. 
Section Two of this questionnaire was designed to 
elicit information about the victim of the sexual abuse: 
her birth order and age, how long ago the sexual abuse was 
discovered, who reported the abuse and to whom it was 
reported, whether she had been involved in counseling since 
the incest was discovered and whether the mother feels the 
mother-daughter relationship is a close one at this time. 
Section Three was designed to elicit information about 
the respondent (the mother in the incestuous triad) as she 
saw herself at the time the sexual abuse was occurring. 
This required the respondent to utilize objectivity in 
looking back on the home environment and at herself as long 
as four years ago for two respondents. While realizing that 
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some respondents would answer the questionnaire in such a 
way that would put themselves in a more positive light, or 
in a way to assuage their feelings of quilt or 
responsibility, at least some seemed unafraid to be candid 
in their responses. In order to gain some understanding of 
the respondents' level of depression, marital and sexual 
satisfaction and how they perceived their family's 
relationship at the time of the sexual abuse, a single 
question from each of Hudson's Generalized Contentment 
Scale, Index of Marital Satisfaction and Index of Family 
Relations was utilized (items 1, 2, and 5 in Section Three 
of the questionnaire). Questions 3 and 4 are approximations 
of questions found on Hudson's Index of Sexual Satisfaction 
and Index of Parental Attitudes, modified only to meet the 
needs of this questionnaire. The above scales and indexes 
created by Hudson, as well as the Index of Self-Esteem, are 
part of a nine measurement scale package designed for use in 
assessing the severity or magnitude of a variety of personal 
or social problems. The nine scales are collectively 
referred to as the Clinical Measurement Package and were 
designed to be used by therapists and researchers who need 
both reliable and valid measures of some of the important 
variables that define and influence the personal and social 
functioning of and among individuals, couples, families and 
small groups (Hudson 1982, 1). Additional questions in 
Section Three elicited information about the mother's 
employment, her influence in decision-making and her sense 
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of social isolation during the time of the sexual abuse. 
Section Four was designed to answer the researcher's 
question of whether the mother had been physically or 
sexually abused before the age of 18. The literature 
suggests that many mothers themselves have been victimized 
in one or both of these ways. Also asked was whether, if 
abused, the respondent had received counseling as a result 
of her victimization, and if she felt she had a close 
relationship with her mother or father. These questions 
were deemed appropriate in that some tentative conclusion 
might be drawn about the cycle of abuse alluded to in the 
literature of incest. 
Section Five asked the participants to respond to 
questions about their involvement in counseling since the 
sexual abuse of their daughter had been discovered, as their 
participation or non-participation in counseling may have an 
effect on their score on the Index of Self-Esteem. 
Section Six contained questions designed to elicit 
demographic data from the respondents; namely age, religious 
preference, race, income, marital status, education level 
and the ages and sex of their children. After completing 
this section the participants were asked to complete the 
Index of Self-Esteem (described to them only as a second 
questionnaire) before returning them both by mail. 
Self-esteem was measured by employing a 25 item 
questionnaire designed by Hudson known as the Index of Self- 
Esteem. The Index of Self-Esteem is so identified at the 
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top of the 25 item questionnaire and includes a statement 
relating- that it is designed to measure how one sees 
himself. Both the title of the index and the descriptive 
statement were removed prior to mailing. The questionnaire 
was introduced at the top of the page with only instructions 
as to how it was to be completed. 
The use of Hudson’s Index of Self-Esteem was aided by 
the field manual of instruction he has written for the 
Clinical Measurement Package. This manual provided the 
scoring formula for the index as well as the cut off score 
of 30, above which would indicate the individual has a 
clinically significant problem with self-esteem and below 
which would indicate the individual has no such problem 
(Hudson 1982, 122). The best reliability estimate for the 
Index of Self-Esteem has an alpha coefficient of .93 from a 
sample size of 1745 and has been found to have good 
construct, concurrent, factorial, discriminant and content 
validity (Hudson 1982, 91-92). 
The index consists of 25 questions scored according to 
the response chosen: 1 = rarely or none of the time; 2 = a 
little of the time; 3 = some of the time; 4 = a good part of 
the time; 5 = most or all of the time. In the scale, 13 
items are positively worded and 12 are negatively worded in 
an attempt to control for response set biases (Hudson 1982, 
17) . Additionally, all items were randomly ordered by the 
author. The respondents were asked to complete this 25 item 
questionnaire by selecting the best response from the 
43 
choices listed above. 
The respondents were asked to return the instruments to 
the military social service agency in the self-addressed, 
stamped envelope provided them in their packet. The first 
mailing on December 22, 1986, yielded two completed 
responses as well as three packets returned as undeliverable 
by the U.S. Postal Service because the addressees had moved 
without leaving a forwarding address. The second mailing on 
January 8, 1987, yielded one completed set of questionnaires 
and the final mailing on January 22, 1987 yielded three 
responses, two of which were completed questionnaires and 
one in which the respondent stated that she refused to 
participate. The total yield, then, from the three 
mailings, was six completed sets of questionnaires from the 
18 women who presumably received the packet soliciting their 
participation. 
Operationalization 
Because the concept of father-daughter incest is often 
defined by differing acts of sexual conduct, the 
operationalization of this term was particularly important 
for this study. Because any sexual act between a father or 
father-figure and a daughter impacts the victim in some way, 
incest in this study included any sexual act to include 
exhibition of genitals, fondling, oral or anal sex or 
intercourse between a father or father-figure and his 
daughter or daughter-figure. Although the term "incest" was 
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not used in the introduction of the questionnaire received 
by the population, the phrase "sexual abuse occurring 
between a female child and the male who acts in the role of 
her father" was used as a way of ensuring those mothers 
responding did, in fact, have an incestuous act between two 
such members of their household. Incest was originally 
linked with the population through a perusal of the records 
from the social service agency. The staff of the agency, 
using the above definition of incest, identified all cases 
within the last two years in which such a sexual act had 
been identified. 
In order to operationalize the term "self-esteem," in 
this study, Hudson's definition of self-esteem was used for 
consistency with the Index of Self-Esteem. Hudson defines 
self-esteem as "the evaluative component of the self- 
concept" (Hudson 1982, 4). Low self-esteem was 
operationalized by a score of thirty or higher on Hudson's 
Index of Self-Esteem, as a score of 30 or higher indicates 
as clinically significant problem with self-esteem. 
Empirical Hypothesis 
Based on a review of the literature of father-daughter 
incest, it is hypothesized that the mothers of father- 
daughter incest victims in this population will exhibit a 
low level of self-esteem. This low level of self-esteem 
will be identified as such by a score of 30 or higher on 
Hudson's Index of Self-Esteem. It is further hypothesized 
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that the differences in self-esteem scores of mothers of 
father-daughter incest victims will be related to whether or 
not they participated in counseling, their history of abuse 
and their sense of powerlessness at the time of their 
daughter's abuse. 
Methods of Analysis 
The concept of self-esteem was measured by utilizing 
Hudson's Index of Self-Esteem. These scores were then 
analyzed by the use of the mean, median, range and standard 
deviation. 
Responses to the questionnaire items were analyzed 
using percent, percent of difference, mode, median, mean, 
range and standard deviation where appropriate. 
Questionnaire responses were further analyzed on a case by 
case basis so that questionnaire responses and Index of 
Self-Esteem scores could be examined for any patterns within 
and among the six respondents. The use of tables 
facilitated this exploration and were used to illustrate 
these patterns. 
Scope and Limitations 
The scope of this study is considered one of its most 
serious drawbacks. Because the actual available sample size 
was only eighteen, it was known from the onset of the study 
that the results extracted from the responses would not be 
generalizable to a larger population. Additionally, the 
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responses from the six who did participate cannot be 
generalized to the twelve who are the remaining part of the 
original sample. Although the results cannot be considered 
useful for inferential purposes, the small number of actual 
respondents did allow for a detailed descriptive study of 
each case. 
The limitations of this study are numerous due to the 
subject matter being discussed, to the way in which the data 
was collected, and to the unusual circumstances encountered 
when obtaining data from a military population. As 
previously mentioned in the review of the literature, denial 
of the incest is common among mothers in the incestuous 
triad. While it seems as though all of the six respondents 
in this study acknowledged that some type of sexual relation 
did occur between father and daughter, incest remains a 
difficult topic for discussion. Although the participants 
were told their responses would be anonymous and that their 
names would appear no where in the study, fear of losing 
their privacy was probably a concern for many and reason 
enough not to participate. Honesty in replying to sensitive 
questions, especially in a self-administered questionnaire, 
is similarly a concern in this study. 
Out of concern for the sample population's anonymity 
and confidentiality, direct access to the sample population, 
either in person or by telephone, was restricted to the 
personnel of the social service agency. Because agency 
personnel would not be available for training or to 
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interview the population personally, data collection had to 
be accomplished through the mailing of self-administered 
questionnaires. Although a letter of explanation and a 
self-addressed, stamped envelope were included with the two 
questionnaires, it is still likely that some members of the 
population felt that responding would be too much trouble. 
For these reasons and for the sake of consistency and 
possibly a higher return rate, an interview survey would 
have been preferable. 
Due to time restraints, the dates of the three mailings 
were not able to be altered without including the first 
mailing sometime during the end-of-the-year holiday season. 
As the first mailing was accomplished on December 22, 1986, 
the arrival of a set of questionnaires about a distressing 
family problem might have been discarded in an attempt to 
avoid painful feelings during the holiday season. 
In gathering data from a military population, several 
special circumstances must be considered that can influence 
the limitations of the study. Because of the structure 
demanded to run a large bureaucracy such as a branch of the 
military service, strict guidelines must be followed in 
order to adhere to the research guidelines prescribed. 
Research proposals are reviewed by several military 
committees, to include a human use committee and legal 
review committee. It was the review board who indicated 
that no one but agency personnel could come in contact with 
the sample population, restricting data collection to mailed 
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questionnaires. 
Another consequence of using a military population 
might be that of a lower response rate for fear 
participation might adversely affect the service member's 
career. If abuse of a military family member is discovered, 
not only is the social service agency notified, but so are 
the supervisors of the service member. Although in theory 
such occurrences should not threaten the service member's 
career while the abuse is under investigation, many service 
members claim the opposite occurs. If a service member is 
found to have been guilty of abusing a family member, a 
decision is then made whether to maintain him at his current 
status, to demote him in rank, to recommend discharge from 
the military service pending completion of mandated 
counseling, to discharge him without further intervention, 
or to prosecute him under the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice. Although it was specified in the letter of 
explanation that response to the questionnaire was 
voluntary, anonymous and confidential, many women married to 
men who are still active duty service members may fear what 
effect their response will have on his career and their 
livelihood. If the abuser became aware of the 
questionnaire, he may forbid that they be returned for 
similar reasons. There often exists in the : military a 
distrust for what is labeled voluntary, anonymous or 
confidential, and this may have greatly affected the 
response rate. 
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Other limitations of this research include the omission 
of some questions that, in hindsight, would have provided 
some clarification about those families where incest 
occurred. Questions pertaining to the number of marriages 
by the respondent would have been helpful as well as a 
question designed to elicit information on when family 
members received counseling. The sensitive nature of the 
topic and the concern for the length of the questionnaire 
prevented some questions from inclusion, but given the fact 
that personal access to the respondents or their files was 
unavailable, the questionnaire could have been expanded to 




PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 
INTRODUCTION 
In exploring the information that was gathered through 
the analysis of the six cases in this study, several avenues 
of approach were used. The general characteristics of the 
population were examined, as well as the characteristics as 
they differ from those respondents who exhibited low self¬ 
esteem to those respondents who did not exhibit low self¬ 
esteem as measured by the Index of Self-Esteem. An 
individual analysis is presented for each of the six cases, 
and each analysis will conclude with possible treatment 
considerations for the respective respondent. In the 
conclusion of this chapter, treatment recommendations will 
be made for the respondents as an aggregate, using their 
responses to the questionnaire as well as their score from 
the Index of Self-Esteem as indicators of treatment issues. 
Results and Discussion 
After analyzing the responses to the 34-item 
questionnaire, it was found that the median age of the six 
respondents was 36.5 years, with a range from thirty-five to 
forty-three. In responding to the question about religious 
preference, four stated they were Protestant, one stated she 
was Catholic and another respondent chose the response of 
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"Other." Sixty-seven percent of the population indicated 
that they were Caucasian and remaining 33% indicated "Other" 
in response to race. Sixty-seven percent of the respondents 
were married at the time the questionnaire was completed, 
and the remaining 33% were separated. The mean level of 
education for the respondents was 13.6 years, with a range 
from 10-16 years, 16 years being the mode. The mean number 
of children in these families was 3.66, with a range of two 
to six children whose mean age was 15 years. 
In order to characterize the sexual abuse that took 
place in these families, facts about the abuser are 
important. In 83% of the cases, the abuser was the victim's 
biological father. In 17% of the cases, the abuser was a 
stepfather and in 83% of the total cases the abuse occurred 
more than one time. The mean level of education for the 
abuser was 11.75 with the range being from 9-14.5 years. 
Only 33% of the abusers were substance abusers. Fifty 
percent of the respondents indicated that the abusers had 
physically abused them and that 33% of them had physically 
abused their children. In all but one case the abuser had 
also been victimized as a child: 33% had been neglected, 
33% had been physically abused, and 67% had been molested. 
In 67% of the cases the abuser had received counseling as a 
result of the victim's sexual abuse, and in 50% of the 
cases, legal charges against him had been filed. Of those 
three abusers who had been charged, two had been convicted 
and one was awaiting legal proceedings. 
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In profiling the sexual abuse victim in these cases, 
33% were the oldest daughter in the home. The mean age of 
the victim at the time the abuse began was 7.3 years, with a 
range from nine months to twelve years. The sexual abuse in 
these cases was discovered from four years ago to as 
recently as five months ago, and in 83% of the cases it was 
the mother who reported the incest to someone outside the 
family. The sexual abuse was first reported to a social 
service agency on the military installation in 33% of the 
cases and to the Department of Family and Children Services 
in another 33% of the cases. Seventeen percent were 
reported to a hospital and the final 17% to a civilian 
agency that provided counseling. In all of the cases the 
respondent indicated that her abused daughter had received 
counseling as a result for the sexual abuse, and all of the 
respondents indicated that they had received counseling as 
well, for a mean of 206 days. To indicate the range, one 
mother had received only three days of counseling, another 
had received 12 months of counseling. 
All but one of the respondents in these cases had a 
history of abuse from their childhood. Fifty percent of 
them had been sexually abused before the age of 18, 33% of 
these had been abused by a relative other than a father, 
stepfather, or father-figure. The remaining 67% had been 
abused by an unrelated person. None of the respondents who 
had been sexually abused before the age of 18 had received 
any counseling as a result of that abuse. Fifty percent of 
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the respondents had been physically abused before the age of 
18, and 17% had been neglected. Only 33% reported having a 
close relationship with their mother before the age of 18, 
as opposed to 83% who said they had a close relationship 
with their father. 
When the respondents were asked to answer questions by 
reflecting back on the time the sexual abuse of their 
daughters took place, 67% said they had a close relationship 
with their daughter. Sixty-seven percent also believed 
their family had a close relationship at that time. Fifty 
percent of the respondents answered "yes" to the question 
that asked if they felt powerless to do anything about their 
lives, while 33% responded "no" and 17% had no response. 
Eighty-three percent said their relationship with their mate 
was not satisfying to them during the time the sexual abuse 
occurred and 50% indicated that sexual relations were not 
mutually satisfying during this same time period. 
Approximately two-thirds of the respondents were working 
outside the home and 67% did have a close friend, group of 
friends or relative with whom they could spend time. 
Consequently, only 33% expressed that they did not have such 
a person to spend time with, indicating some degree of 
social isolation. In 83% of the cases, household decisions 
were made jointly by both mates, and in only 17% of the 
cases did the abuser alone make the decisions. 
The mean score on the Index of Self-Esteem was 27, with 
the scores ranging from a high of 43 to a low of 12. Only 
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two scores, those of Cases A and B, who scored 43 and 35 
respectively, are considered to be scores indicating a 
clinically significant problem with self-esteem. The scores 
for Cases C and D of 29 and 26 can be considered borderline 
scores due to their being within five points of the cutoff 
score of 30, but in this study will not be considered to 
indicate low self-esteem. The remaining scores of 19 and 12 
in Cases E and F are low enough to indicate that the 
respondents in these cases are free of problems with self¬ 
esteem as measured by Hudson (Hudson 1982, 22). 
The general characteristics of this sample can easily 
be seen in Appendix D which indicates the total responses to 
the questionnaire completed by the six respondents. In 
looking at the characteristics of the sample as a whole, 
there are many similarities to characteristics commonly 
cited in the literature about father-daughter incest. It is 
through the examination of responses when differentiated 
between respondents with low self-esteem and those not 
exhibiting low self-esteem that the concept of low self¬ 
esteem, in the context of the mothers in father-daughter 
incest cases, can be further explored. 
In examining the data by comparing the responses of the 
respondents who exhibited low self-esteem to those who did 
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not exhibit low self-esteem, several differences in the two 
groups are noted. Although the median age for those 
respondents exhibiting low self esteem and those not 
exhibiting low self-esteem was 37.5 years for both groups, 
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their difference in monthly household income was striking. 
Those respondents exhibiting low self-esteem had a mean 
monthly income of $175.00, while those respondents not 
exhibiting low self-esteem had a mean monthly income of 
$805.00. It cannot be inferred that this difference is a 
result of their differences in years of education as the 
mean number of years of schooling was 13 for those 
exhibiting low self-esteem and 13.5 for those not exhibiting 
low self-esteem. Those with low self-esteem, on the 
average, had three children, as compared to the average of 
four children for those not considered to have low self¬ 
esteem. 
Several characteristics about the abuser were found to 
differ when the two self-esteem groups were compared, as 
demonstrated in Table 1. In the families where the mother 
exhibited low self-esteem, all of the respondents had been 
physically abused by the man who sexually abused her 
daughter, compared to only 25% of the respondents who did 
not exhibit low self-esteem, indicating a 75% difference. 
Additionally, all of the abusers whose mates had low self¬ 
esteem had been molested as a child, as compared to 50% of 
those whose mates did not exhibit low self-esteem. As 
suggested in the review of the literature, none of the 
respondents exhibiting low self-esteem had charges filed 
against their abusing mate as a result of the sexual abuse 
of her daughter, while in 75% of the cases where the women 
did not exhibit low self-esteem, charges had been filed. Of 
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those abusers against whom charges had been filed, 67% had 
been convicted and 33% were pending legal proceedings. This 
finding would seem to support the notion that those women 
with low self-esteem resist filing legal charges against the 
abuser, though their individual reasons for not doing so are 
not known from the information gathered in this study. 
In examining the data about the respondent's history of 
abuse, it was found that 100% of the low self-esteem 
respondents had been sexually abused before the age of 18, 
as compared with 25% of those who did not exhibit low self¬ 
esteem. Additionally, none of those abused received 
counseling as a result of their own sexual abuse. When 
asked if, before the age of 18, they had a close 
relationship with their mothers, 50% in the low self-esteem 
group and 75% of the group not exhibiting low self-esteem 
indicated they did not. When asked if they had a close 
relationship with their fathers, all of the low self-esteem 
group and 75% of the group not exhibiting low self-esteem 
indicated that they did, in fact, have a close relationship 
with him. It would appear as though both groups felt more 
emotionally attached to their father than mother, regardless 
of their level of self-esteem. 
When asked to reflect back upon the time the sexual 
abuse was occurring in their home, all of those exhibiting 
low self-esteem indicated that they often felt powerless to 
do anything about their life. Only 25% of those not 
exhibiting low self-esteem responded similarly. 
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Additionally, all of those with low self-esteem indicated 
that their relationship with their mate was not satisfying 
for them. Those not exhibiting low self-esteem chose the 
same response in 75% of the cases. One hundred percent of 
those in the low self-esteem group indicated they thought 
they had a close relationship with their daughter during the 
time the sexual abuse was taking place, while only 50% of 
those not exhibiting low self-esteem indicated they had felt 
close to their daughter. Similarly, 100% of the respondents 
with low self-esteem indicated their family had a close 
relationship as compared to 50% of those not exhibiting low 
self-esteem. One of the results that seemed to contrast 
characteristics commonly found in the literature was that of 
100% of the respondents with low self-esteem indicated that 
they did have a relative, close friend, or group of friends 
that they could spend time with. This question would seem 
to dispute the premise that those with low self-esteem lack 
social skills and exhibit less sociability as compared to 
those without low self-esteem (Tharenou 1979, 316-317). 
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TABLE 1 
PERCENT OF RESPONSES TO QUESTIONNAIRE AS DIFFERENTIATED BY 
RESPONDENTS EXHIBITING LOW SELF-ESTEEM 







Percent of respon¬ 
dents physically 
abused by abuser of 
their daughter 
100% 25% 75% 
Percent of respon¬ 
dents whose mates 
had legal charges 
filed against him 
as a result of this 
sexual abuse of her 
daughter 
0% 75% 75% 
Percent of respon¬ 
dents who had been 
sexually abused 
before the age of 
18 
100% 25% 75% 
Percent of respon¬ 
dents who felt 
powerless to do 
anything about 
their life at the 
time of their 
daughter's abuse 
100% 25% 75% 
Percent of respon- 100% 75% 25% 
dents who were not 
satisfied with 
their relationship 
with their mate at 
the time of their 
daughter's abuse 
Percent of respon¬ 
dents who had a 
100% 50% 50% 
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TABLE 1 - Continued 
close relationship 
with their daughter 










at the time of 
their daughter's 
abuse 
Responses to the remaining questions on the 
questionnaire did not reveal obvious differences between the 
two groups. Although a certain level of understanding about 
the respondents and their families can be obtained by 
reviewing the results in total and by differentiating the 
results between low self-esteem respondents and respondents 
without low self-esteem, a case by case analysis will bring 
about even more details to enhance understanding. In this 
manner, individual case differences can be explored and 
appropriate treatment recommendations offered. 
The respondent in Case A indicated that the sexual 
abuse in her household occurred between her oldest daughter 
and the daughter's stepfather on only one occasion. The 
daughter was the oldest of two girls and was 12 years old 
when the abuse took place four years ago. The abuse was 
reported by the mother to the Department of Family and 
Children Services. No legal charges were filed against the 
abuser but it was indicated that he did receive counseling 
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as a result of the incident. The stepfather in this family 
was a substance abuser who physically abused his wife and 
who had been sexually abused as a child himself. The 
questionnaire revealed that he completed 12 years of school. 
The respondent is a 36 year old white, Protestant 
mother of two girls, now age 16 and 11. She is married and 
claims a monthly household income of $350.00. When the 
mother was asked to respond to questions by reflecting upon 
the time that the abuse occurred, she indicated that she had 
felt powerless to do anything about her life, that her 
relationship with her husband was not satisfying and that 
sexual relations between the two of them were not mutually 
satisfying. She felt that she had a close relationship with 
her abused daughter and thought the family as a whole was 
close. She was not employed at the time of the sexual 
abuse, nor did she indicate a sense of social isolation. 
The respondent felt that family decisions were made jointly 
by she and her husband. 
The mother stated that she had been sexually abused 
before the age of 18 by an unrelated person, and she did not 
receive counseling as a result of this incident. She claims 
to have had a close relationship with her father as a child, 
but not with her mother. Although she only completed 10 
years of schooling, she has since received a Graduation 
Equivalency Diploma. The respondent scored 43 on the Index 
of Self-Esteem indicating the lowest self-esteem of all the 
respondents. 
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This case would seem to bear out what some authors on 
sexual abuse call the cycle of abuse, in that both the 
abuser and the mother in this family had been sexually 
abused as a child. The husband was also a substance abuser 
and physically abused his wife as well as sexually abused 
his stepdaughter. These facts, as well as the mother's 
indications that she was depressed and dissatisfied with her 
relationship with her husband would lead one to infer that 
her marriage was not one where personal growth, respect and 
support were valued by her husband. The respondent remains 
married to the abuser and four years after the incest was 
discovered, her self-esteem is the lowest of the six 
respondents in this study. Because of her prior sexual 
abuse, her continued marriage to an abusive husband, and her 
low self-esteem, she could be considered what Robin Norwood 
labels a woman who "loves too much." Norwood explains that 
low self-esteem and a dysfunctional family of origin (to 
include those families where incest has occurred) are two 
characteristics of women who cling to destructive 
relationships with men, despite their own suffering (Norwood 
1985, 7-8). 
Although it appears as though the incident was reported 
by the mother soon after it occurred, this would seem 
uncharacteristic, according to the literature, for a woman 
who is so dependant on her husband that, for whatever 
reason, she remains in an abusive marriage. Those mothers 
characterized by their dependence on their abusive mate are 
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often the ones thought to deny the existence of the incest 
for fear of divorce, of the loss of financial support, and 
of the legal proceedings against their mate (Meiselman 1979, 
171) . It is possible in the four years since the abuse that 
her marriage has become more fulfilling and less abusive; 
her low self-esteem indicates this is most likely not the 
case. 
In attempting to make recommendations for treatment for 
the respondent in this case, her score of 43 on the Index of 
Self-Esteem would indicate that she might be a good 
candidate for treatment of low self-esteem as developed by 
Mayer. Treatment of the mother's low self-esteem is 
important, according to Mayer, because without treatment the 
mothers continue to blame themselves for the incest and 
further render themselves unable to support their victimized 
daughter (Mayer 1983, 87). This treatment centers around 
the approach of identifying negative tapes, scripts, or 
thoughts in the client's mind and then replacing them with 
more positive thoughts by using auto-suggestion in the form 
of self-affirmation (Mayer 1983, 87). Mayer states that 
because this technique involves commitment to both the auto¬ 
suggestion and daily relaxation, only those mothers who are 
highly motivated to maintain unity in the family and those 
whose low self-esteem and anxiety are severe enough to 
interfere with daily functioning would be suitable for this 
type of treatment. It seems as though the mother in Case A 
fits the latter description and would be suitable for this 
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retaping technique. 
Also helpful to this mother would be individual therapy 
that focuses on her own sexual abuse as a child, as well as 
her relationship with her parents. It is possible that 
within this context, her depression might also be addressed 
and treated. Because this woman seems to be committed to 
this marriage even through her own physical abuse and the 
sexual abuse of her daughter by her spouse, marital therapy 
would be of benefit so that, as an individual in a dyadic 
relationship, she can better understand her tolerance for 
this abuse and perhaps find ways of communicating that do 
not include violence. It is possible in marital therapy 
through the use of a genogram that she could become more 
aware of the historical factors that led to her husband's 
need to physically abuse her and her needs that allowed him 
to do so. By encouraging her to get in touch with these 
feelings she might be able to become more assertive, and in 
turn, feel better about herself, resulting in an increase in 
her level of self-esteem. The use of the Index of Self- 
Esteem as an evaluation tool and as an indicator of progress 
in therapy could be used as suggested 'by Hudson (Hudson 
1982, 36). While beginning to understand the cycle of abuse 
that allowed abuse to continue in her own home, referrals to 
the local battered women's shelter and to Alanon would be 
appropriate. 
The respondent in Case B indicated that her daughter 
had been abused by her natural father on more than one 
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occasion over an unspecified number of years. Although her 
responses indicated that she referred to her now 15 year old 
daughter for the completion of the questionnaire, she 
indicated later in the questionnaire that her now 14 year 
old daughter had been similarly sexually abused by the 
father. The sexual abuse of the oldest daughter began when 
she was nine months old and continued until two and a half 
years ago when she reached puberty and, according to the 
mother, no longer feared her father's threats. 
When the abuse was discovered the mother reported the 
abuse to the social service agency on the military 
installation, resulting in military charges being filed by 
the military authorities. It appears as though the family 
received little support in the way of counseling: the 
abuser received counseling during a four month period that 
he was hospitalized, the mother received three days of 
counseling before she moved away, as she describes it, and 
the daughter received "some" counseling. No civilian legal 
charges were brought against the abuser but he was 
subsequently discharged from the military as a result of the 
incest. 
A profile of the abuser gathered from information from 
the questionnaire indicates that, although the father did 
not abuse drugs or alcohol, he did physically abuse his wife 
and children and had been physically and sexually abused 
himself as a child. The reason for his hospitalization is 
unknown, though it can be speculated that he was there for a 
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psychiatrie diagnostic evaluation as is common practice for 
the military when trying to determine if the service member 
should be discharged from the military. It is known that he 
did receive four months of counseling while hospitalized. 
According to the questionnaire, the father had completed 14 
years of school. 
The respondent was a 39 year old white, Protestant 
mother of four who is currently separated from the abuser 
pending a divorce. She currently claims no monthly income 
and states she has completed college. When asked a series 
of questions about her relationships during the period of 
time in which the sexual abuse of her daughter occurred, she 
indicated that she did have a close relationship with her 
daughter at that time. The respondent did indicate some 
dissatisfaction with her life during this time, saying that 
she did feel powerless to do anything about her life and 
that she was not satisfied with her relationship with her 
mate. To the question "Were your sexual relations with your 
mate mutually satisfying?" she replied in the affirmative 
but contradicted herself by adding the comment "Sometimes, 
when he wouldn't comment, saying 'Now I have performed for 
you. ' And we would have sex only on Sunday, no other day." 
She stated that during the time of the abuse she thought her 
family had a close relationship and stated that she did have 
a close friend that she could spend time with as well. She 
stated that she was employed during the time period the 
abuse took place, often at her husband's insistence, and 
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stated that sometimes the decisions were made jointly by she 
and her husband, and other times by her alone. 
This mother had a history of abuse herself, stating 
that before the age of 18 she had been sexually abused by an 
uncle as well as physically abused and neglected. It is 
interesting to note that she stated that she had a close 
relationship with both her mother and her father before the 
age of 18, but stated she did not receive counseling as a 
result of her own sexual abuse because no one believed her. 
On Hudson's Index of Self-Esteem this mother received a 
score of 35, indicating a clinically significant problem 
with low self-esteem. 
The picture of this family as formulated by the 
responses to the questionnaire is one that carries some 
characteristics common in incestuous families. Both the 
abuser and the mother had been sexually and physically 
abused as children and additionally the mother had been 
neglected. It appears as though the father reinforced the 
cycle of abuse by physically abusing his wife and children 
and by sexually abusing both of his daughters from a very 
early age over a period of several years. 
It is likely in this case that, as Sgroi suggests, the 
mother's low self-esteem antedated the marriage and may have 
been compounded by the dissatisfaction the marriage provided 
(Sgroi 1982, 195). Certainly the literature suggests that 
the mother's prior sexual abuse could affect her ability to 
detect a sexual relationship between father and daughter 
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(Renvoize 1982, 116), her sexual problems with her husband 
(Renvoize 1982, 40-41), her reluctance to report the incest 
(Meiselman 1979, 169) and the potential for victimization in 
successive generations (Kempe and Kempe 1984, 197). In 
these ways this case of incest seems almost a classic one in 
looking at the prior sexual abuse of the mother and the 
father, the duration of the incest without discovery by the 
mother, her decision not to file criminal charges, and her 
dissatisfaction with her relations with her husband, as well 
as her low self-esteem. 
It is interesting to note that while this respondent 
states she had a good relationship with her daughter during 
the time of the abuse, her daughter revealed the incest only 
upon reaching puberty when she "no longer feared his 
threats." This contradiction is similar to the one that 
suggests that while the father often insisted that his wife 
work and was controlling in their sexual relations, at the 
same time he allowed many of the household decisions to be 
made by his wife. It is difficult to determine if this man 
might be considered domineering and the wife dependent as is 
commonly found in the literature on incest, with 
contradictions such as these. It is also interesting to 
note that while the father completed 14 1/2 years of school, 
the mother completed college, which would not seem to place 
her in the role of the mother who fears poverty upon 
disclosure due to her total dependence on her husband to 
earn wages. 
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Given the facts that the abuse was discovered 2 1/2 
years ago, that the mother received only three days of 
counseling and that she is now pursuing a divorce from the 
abuser, it would be possible to speculate that her self¬ 
esteem might be low due to the insufficient support she has 
received from mental health professionals. As cited earlier 
in the literature, her low level of self-esteem as indicated 
by a score of 35 on the Index of Self-Esteem could possibly 
have preceded the sexual abuse of her daughters, given her 
own history of physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect and the 
lack of support she received as a result of these incidents. 
This mother, because of her own history of abuse and 
neglect, could no doubt benefit from individual therapy 
designed to explore her feelings about her continued role as 
a victim of abuse. Because she received only three days of 
counseling after the sexual abuse of her daughters was 
discovered, her need to explore her feelings about their 
sexual abuse, any guilt she may feel as a result of their 
abuse, and her feelings about her relationships with her 
daughters would be appropriate for treatment involving her 
and her daughters. Herman indicated that many of the incest 
victims in her study who later became mothers themselves, 
married men who were either physically or sexually abusive 
toward their children (Herman 1981, 107). In an attempt to 
thwart the cycle of abuse from occurring in her daughters' 
families, this mother should be engaged with her daughters 
in treatment designed to illuminate some possible causes for 
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this generational cycle of abuse the daughters received from 
both parents. In this way, prevention of further abuse is 
addressed. 
Because this mother has completed college but claims no 
monthly income, referrals to local colleges providing career 
re-entry programs would be appropriate, assuming she desires 
to enter the workforce. Employment outside the home might 
provide the personal challenge and stimulation that could 
raise her self-esteem and allow her to begin her life as a 
divorced mother of four with some self-confidence and 
optimism. Hopefully, the use of individual and family 
therapy with her daughters would help her to make healthy 
choices for herself in future relationships and ventures. 
The abuser in Case C is the biological father of a girl 
whose sexual abuse began when she was four years old. This 
man was not a substance abuser, nor did he physically abuse 
his wife or children, according to the respondent. As a 
child he was sexually abused, though not physically abused 
or neglected. Legal charges were filed against him as a 
result of the incident and a conviction was handed down by 
the judge. The offender has not received counseling as a 
result of the offense. The abuser in this case completed 12 
years of education. 
The sexual abuse in this family came to the attention 
of the Department of Family and Children Services four years 
ago when the mother reported the incest. The abuse began 
when the daughter was four years old and occurred over an 
70 
unspecified number of years. The victim in this case has 
been involved in counseling at some point since disclosure. 
The mother in this family is a 43 year old woman who is 
of Japanese, Portuguese, Filipino and Chinese descent. She 
is the mother of six children, claims no monthly household 
income, is married and has a 12th grade education. When 
asked to reflect back on the time the sexual abuse of her 
daughter was occurring, she indicated that she did feel 
powerless to do anything about her life, that she was 
dissatisfied with her relationship with her spouse and that 
sexual relations between her and her spouse were not 
mutually satisfying. She did state that her family had a 
close relationship at that time, as did she and her abused 
daughter. She was employed at the time, did have friends or 
relatives that she could spend time with, and indicated that 
household decisions were made jointly by her and her spouse. 
The respondent indicated that, as a child, she had been 
physically abused and had a close relationship with her 
father, but not her mother. Since the sexual abuse of her 
daughter was discovered, she has participated in counseling 
for one year. Her score on the Index of Self-Esteem was 29, 
just one point from the cutoff score of 30 that indicates a 
clinically significant problem with low self-esteem. 
In this case sexual abuse was again passed down from 
one generation to another, in this case from the father to 
the daughter. Not to be overlooked is the mother's physical 
abuse as a child, and the fact that these two abused people 
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married and produced a child who became abused. The 
mother's responses that indicated depression and marital 
dissatisfaction during the time of the sexual abuse are 
similar to those of the mother in Case F. In both cases the 
mother was physically abused as a child and then married a 
man who had been sexually abused and who went on to sexually 
abuse a daughter. Her borderline score of 29 on the Index 
of Self-Esteem indicates that this woman could benefit from 
some form of counseling designed to raise self-esteem, 
either in connection with counseling concerning her 
daughter's sexual abuse or her own as a child. Although it 
is not known if she is still married to the offender or even 
whether he is incarcerated, she did seem unhappy with 
certain areas of her life while living with him. Given the 
four years since the sexual abuse of her daughter was 
discovered and the unknown length of time since she was 
actively involved in counseling, her self-esteem might have 
been lower at the time the abuse was discovered, and the 
Index of Self-Esteem score of 29 represents an improvement 
of her self-esteem over the last four years. In this case, 
an Index of Self-Esteem administered at the time the sexual 
abuse was discovered would have been a good gauge with which 
to compare her current score. 
Due to the fact that it is unknown if this mother is 
still married to the offender, it is not known if marital 
therapy in this case would be appropriate. If she remains 
married to the offender, marital therapy would be helpful in 
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defining what role the incest played in their relationship 
as a couple and how each spouse's past abuse was carried on 
through the sexual abuse of their daughter. Individual 
therapy may be necessary for this mother to deal with her 
feelings about being physically abused as a child and her 
distant relationship with her mother. Since her Index of 
Self-Esteem score was borderline 29 and because it is not 
known if she is married to the offender and thus has a great 
deal of motivation to maintain the family unit, she would 
not be a good candidate for Mayer's program to raise self¬ 
esteem through auto-suggestion and relaxation. As a part of 
therapy, this woman could be questioned concerning what type 
of community or academic activities she might be interested 
in so that she could gain some self-confidence in working 
around or with others. As her youngest child is 14 years 
old, child care in this case would not seem to be an 
obstacle to her involvement in activities away from the 
home. Since she indicated she is of mixed Oriental descent, 
it is possible that she could work with families of similar 
descent found on the military installation. Further 
exploration of her self-esteem through individual or family 
therapy might reveal additional ways in which her self¬ 
esteem might be raised. It would seem particularly 
important that the therapist working with this mother have 
some knowledge of her ethnic background and how that might 
have played a role in her response to her daughter's sexual 
abuse. 
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In this case of incest, Case D, all three daughters, 
now aged 19, 17 and 14, were sexually abused by their 
biological father. This father was not a substance abuser, 
nor did he physically abuse his wife or children, according 
to the respondent. As a child he was neglected, but not 
abused physically or sexually. Legal charges were brought 
against him, he was convicted and is now serving a prison 
sentence as a result of the conviction. This man completed 
nine years of school and later earned a Graduation 
Equivalency Diploma. He is involved in counseling in the 
prison where he is incarcerated out of state. This family's 
sexual abuse came to light one year ago when one of the 
daughters told a friend about the sexual abuse she had been 
victim to over a number of years and the case was then 
reported to the social service agency on the military 
installation. 
The mother in this family is a 37 year old white, 
Protestant female who completed 13 years of school. She 
remains married to the offender, though separated, and 
claims a monthly household income of $720.00. She stated 
that during the time of the abuse she did not have a close 
relationship with her daughters and that the family did not 
have a close relationship. She did not indicate a feeling 
of powerlessness during that time and stated that while her 
relationship with her husband was satisfying to her, their 
sexual relations were not mutually satisfying. She was 
employed outside the home, did have support from people 
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outside the home, and decisions in the household were made 
jointly by she and her husband or by the family as a whole. 
As a child she had been sexually abused by an unrelated 
person for which she did not receive counseling, and claimed 
that she did not have a close relationship with either of 
her parents. As a result of the incest of her daughters she 
has been in counseling for 11 months and indicated that her 
daughters have received counseling as well. Her rating on 
the Index of Self-Esteem was 26, just four points below the 
cut-off score of 30, which indicates a clinically 
significant problem with low self-esteem. 
This is yet another family where both parents as 
children were abused in some way: the mother sexually 
abused and the father neglected. Although the mother 
expressed that neither she and her husband nor the family 
were particularly close, she did indicate in her lengthy 
comments at the end of the questionnaire that she and her 
daughters desire to have the abuser back in the home. She 
expressed a lot of dissatisfaction with the way the case was 
handled, as she felt it was wrong to remove the abuser from 
the home for investigation or incarceration purposes. She 
felt that removing the abuser causes a lot or hardship on 
the family, both emotionally and financially, and that the 
family needs to be treated as a whole. She indicated that 
the family is involved in weekly counseling sessions whereby 
the abuser participates from prison by use of a speaker 
telephone in the sessions. They have resolved to stay 
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together as a family and the mother in this case states that 
she wants her husband back home and her daughters want their 
father back home. She feels the family has learned a lot in 
the past year and that the abuse would not continue if he 
was allowed to return back home. Underlying her comments 
were feelings of sadness and of anger at the military 
community for the procedures used in handling sexual abuse 
cases and for their prosecution of the abuser who remains in 
a military prison. It is difficult to draw any inferences 
from an almost borderline score of 26 when a year has passed 
since the incest was discovered. It is clear that the 
mother in this family is unhappy with the forced separation 
that the conviction caused and is anxious for him to return 
home. Her score could reflect the satisfaction she feels 
from currently being employed and from being involved in 
family counseling for nearly a year, and/or it could reflect 
some guilt that she feels for not recognizing or acting to 
stop the abuse sooner, as is commonly cited in the 
literature. The use of the Index of Self-Esteem at the time 
the incest was discovered would have been helpful in 
extrapolating some meaning from her current score of 26. 
Due to the fact that the mother in this case is so 
highly motivated to maintain her family unit, and because 
her Index of Self-Esteem score of 26 is close enough to the 
cut-off score of 30 to be considered borderline, she would 
be a good candidate for Mayer's low self-esteem re-taping 
program. As she is already heavily invested in family 
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therapy, to include her incarcerated husband participating 
by phone, it would be recommended that this mode of therapy 
continue according to the therapist's suggestions. As this 
type of family therapy would not be appropriate for 
discussing the mother's sexual abuse as a child, she would 
most likely benefit from the insight she could gain about 
her own behavior from individual therapy. As she claimed 
she did not have a close relationship with her parents as a 
child and that she did not have a close relationship with 
her daughters during the time of their abuse, the topic of 
mother-daughter relations would seem most appropriate in 
light of Herman's suggestions that poor mother-daughter 
relations can contribute to another generation of abuse 
(Herman 1982, 107). Because all three daughters in this 
family were sexually abused and were abused over a period of 
years, this mother's guilt concerning her inability to 
detect or protect her daughters should be explored, as well 
as her ability to let her husband bear the blame and receive 
counseling for these incestuous acts. His potential to re¬ 
offend should be discussed in her therapy as her objectivity 
is explored as well as the extent of her emotional 
dependence on the abuser. Due to her frustration over the 
lack of support she received from the military system, she 
might channel that frustration into arranging a group for 
wives and/or victims in incest cases. In this way she could 
ventilate her own frustrations as well as facilitate others 
in doing the same. Since she seems so invested in treatment 
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and in the subject of incest, she might make a good advocate 
for policy reform, victim's rights or community support. 
The respondent in Case E indicated that her only 
daughter, age 13, had been sexually abused by her biological 
father on two occasions over an unspecified number of weeks. 
This abuse occurred three years ago when the daughter was 10 
and was discovered only four months ago. Upon learning of 
the abuse, the mother called a local private psychiatric 
hospital, known in the community as a resource for 
outpatient therapy in sexual abuse cases, to seek counseling 
for the family. For the past two months the entire family 
has been in therapy at this agency and it was the therapist 
who notifed the Department of Family and Child Services of 
the abuse. The father in this case was not a substance 
abuser, nor did he physically abuse his wife or children. As 
indicated on the questionnaire, he suffered no physical or 
sexual abuse as a child, nor was he neglected. Legal 
charges were not filed against him and he has been in 
counseling for the last two months. This abuser completed 
14 years of school. 
The mother in this family is a 35 year old Catholic 
woman who specified her race only as "other." Although she 
indicated that she is married, she claims no monthly 
household income. She is the mother of two children, the 
13 year old incest victim and an 11 year old son, and 
indicates that she completed four years of college. Like 
her husband, this woman indicated a background free of 
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physical or sexual abuse or neglect and indicated that she 
had a close relationship with both parents. When answering 
questions concerning the time surrounding the incest, she 
indicated that she did not feel powerless to do anything 
about her life and that her relationship with her husband as 
well as their sexual relations were satisfying. She 
indicated that her family had a close relationship, that 
decisions were made jointly by she and her husband and that 
she was employed at the time the incest took place. The 
only response that might have indicated some unhappiness 
during this time was the one in which she stated that she 
did not have a relative, a close friend or group of friends 
that she could spend time with. This mother's score on the 
Index of Self-Esteem was 19, indicating that she does not 
have a clinically significant problem with low self-esteem. 
Since her score is so low, it is possible to say that she is 
free of problems with low self-esteem, according to Hudson 
(Hudson 1982, 22). 
What is significantly different about this case from 
the other five respondents is that neither the mother or the 
abuser had been abused in any manner as a child and that the 
mother appeared generally happy with her life at the time of 
the incest. It would appear that with a low score of 19 on 
the Index of Self-Esteem that this mother feels fairly 
positive about herself now and was able to be immediately 
supportive of her family when the incest was discovered as 
evidenced by her request for counseling at that time. 
79 
Because of her high self-esteem, her immediate request for 
family counseling and her satisfaction with the relationship 
she had with her husband, it could be speculated that this 
woman is attempting to save, through counseling, what she 
felt was a good family life. Because she is a college 
graduate, it is likely that she does not feel as though she 
must remain with her husband for financial support, a reason 
thought to be common for many women who remain with their 
abusing mate. Of all cases examined in this study, this one 
seems to be the least pathological and seemingly the most 
healthy. 
Because of this woman's low score of 19 on the Index of 
Self-Esteem and because her family has been in counseling 
during the last two months after she initiated contact with 
the agency, little else is recommended except that she and 
her family continue the counseling for as long as they and 
the therapist deem necessary. Because this mother has no 
history of abuse and neither does her husband, individual 
therapy for her does not seem necessary from the information 
provided through the questionnaire. What was interesting 
about some of her responses to the Index of Self-Esteem was 
the fact that those responses that indicated a negative 
value of her self were in direct contradiction to similar 
questions found elsewhere in the index. These contradictory 
feelings could be addressed in family therapy as a way of 
clarifying her evaluation of herself. Through discussion of 
these items it could be ascertained that in completing the 
80 
Index of Self-Esteem she either made an effort to place 
herself in a positive light, misread some of the items, or 
truly does have conflicting feelings about herself. From 
the information provided in the questionnaire and the Index 
of Self-Esteem, this woman seems the most well-adjusted of 
the respondents. 
The abuser in Case F was the biological father of the 
now 15 year old victim of incest. He sexually abused his 
daughter on several occasions when she was 7-8, 10, and 13 
years old. During a six month period when she was 13, the 
victim was repeatedly abused by her father, v/hom she lived 
with at that time. Her older sister, now 19, was similarly 
abused by him at the ages of 7-8. The mother and father in 
this case are divorced and she has remarried. The 
biological father in this case was a substance abuser who 
physically assaulted his wife and children. As a child, he 
was neglected as well as physically and sexually abused and 
completed only nine years of education. Legal charges 
against him as a result of the incest are pending. 
The mother in this family is a 35 year old white, 
Protestant mother of five who completed 15 years of school. 
She is divorced from the abuser and remarried, claiming a 
monthly household income of $2,500. She discovered the 
sexual abuse of her 15 year old daughter eight months ago 
and reported her findings to a doctor and to a social 
service agency. Although the abuser has received no 
counseling as a result of the incest, the 15 year old 
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daughter has received counseling and the mother began 
counseling three months ago to continue one time a week for 
a year. 
In looking back on the time the sexual abuse was 
occurring while she was still married to the abuser, the 
mother in this case indicated that she was unhappy with many 
aspects of her life. She indicated that her relationship 
with her husband was not satisfying and that their sexual 
relations could not be considered mutually satisfying. 
Furthermore, neither she and her abused daughter or her 
family as a whole had what she considered to be a close 
relationship. Although not sexually abused, the mother had 
been physically abused as a child and claimed to have had a 
close relationship with her father, but not her mother. 
This woman received a score of 12 on the Index of Self- 
Esteem, the lowest of all scores received, indicating that 
she is free of a clinically significant problem with low 
self-esteem. 
It seems as though this family was paternally 
dominated, with the father making all household decisions, 
the mother unemployed with no friends or relatives to 
receive support from, and the father's physical abuse of his 
wife and children fueled by his substance abuse. Again, a 
history of abuse appears common to both parents, but what is 
different is this woman's exceptionally low score on the 
Index of Self-Esteem. What seems plausible is that the 
possible contrast in marriages, from the one to the abuser 
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to her present marriage, could be so vastly different that 
this marriage has allowed her to feel good about herself for 
the first time in her life. Although no information is 
available about her current marriage, she did indicate a 
great deal of dissatisfaction with her marriage to the 
abuser. It is interesting to notice that this mother has 
completed 15 years of school while the abuser completed only 
9 years. By noting her level of education and her current 
monthly household income, it could be surmised that she is 
now enjoying a more stable and happy life than she had in 
the past and that this satisfaction is reflected in the 
Index of Self-Esteem score of 12. Because she has been in 
counseling one time a week for three months, this, too, 
could work to increase her self-esteem. She did comment 
freely at the end of the questionnaire that she and her 
daughters are suffering emotional pain in their attempt to 
have the abuser convicted, and stated "The pain and agony of 
this experience will last a lifetime." 
Although the mother in Case F had the lowest score on 
the Index of Self-Esteem of any of the respondents, she 
nonetheless could benefit from the support that counseling 
could provide as a result of the sexual abuse of her 
daughters. It would be recommended that she continue in the 
weekly counseling sessions she has attended for three months 
to explore the intense anger she feels for her ex-husband 
who not only sexually abused their daughters but who was a 
substance abuser and who physically abused she and her 
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daughters. Understanding the impact of his physical and 
sexual abuse and his neglect as a child as well as her own 
physical abuse as a child and as his wife would be of 
benefit in helping her understand how abuse is a cyclical 
phenomenon. Through her counseling, ways in which she can 
relate her poor relationship with her mother to her similar 
relationship with her daughters could be explored in hopes 
that this mother-daughter relationship can be restored. For 
this purpose and for understanding the etiology of sexual 
abuse and who is responsible for its occurrence, both 
daughters should join their mother in therapy. 
The previous six cases, though all different in some 
respects, all contained the common denominator of father- 
daughter incest. As incest affects every family member 
either directly or indirectly, all family members should be 
involved in counseling to recognize and deal with their 
feelings about the sexual abuse that occurred in their 
household. While many studies have been done on the 
treatment of sex offenders, and while the community 
generally has some compassion for the abused daughter, the 
other family members are seen as detached from the situation 
(such as children not abused) or as part of the problem 
(such as the mother) that led to the abuse. Although the 
previous recommendations for treatment were directed toward 
the mother in the incestuous triad as she is the focal point 
for this study, it is the systems theory from which incest 
would be best treated. While not all the mothers in the 
84 
cases examined indicated a problem with low self-esteem, all 
indicated some issues in their childhood or marriage to the 
offender that would be appropriate for exploration in 
therapy. Because prevention of any social problem, 
including that of intrafamilial sexual abuse, is nearly 
impossible without first understanding its etiology, the 
information gathered about sexual abuse during therapies and 
the impact therapies might have on preventing further sexual 
abuse in that family or in successive generations, makes 
therapy for all family members a vital tool in treatment and 
prevention. Because accountability is also an important 
issue in therapy, the use of the Index of Self-Esteem as an 
evaluative tool would be helpful in validating the work 
being done with mothers of father-daughter incest victims 
who have low self-esteem. 
Implications 
The findings of this research, although not 
generalizable to the larger population due to the small 
sample size, do have implications for work with the six 
respondents. Because two of the six respondents scored 
above 30 on the Index of Self-Esteem, they were considered 
to have low self-esteem. Two other respondents received 
scores close enough to the cut-off score of 30 that they 
might also indicate a problem with self-esteem. Because 
four out of six scores were above 30 or were borderline 
scores under 30, this finding would imply that the majority 
of this population could benefit from some type of treatment 
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that would enhance their level of self-esteem. 
Some noticeable differences in the two self-esteem 
groups included that those respondents who exhibited low 
self-esteem had an average monthly income of $175.00 as 
compared to those not exhibiting low self-esteem who had an 
average monthly income of $805.00. These findings could 
imply that the respondents' level of self-esteem could be 
affected by their monthly income. Another significant 
difference is that 100% of those with low self-esteem did 
not file legal charges against their daughter's abuser, 
while in 75% of the cases where the respondent did not 
exhibit low self-esteem charges were filed. This finding 
would seem to imply that if mothers of father-daughter 
incest victims have low self-esteem, no legal charges will 
be filed against the abuser. In many cases, this may mean 
that the sexual abuse is not disclosed outside the family 
and treatment is not sought for any family members. In this 
sample population, this was not the case. 
Implications borne out of the questionnaire would 
include that of abuse perpetuating abuse in successive 
generations. As Table 2 indicates, there is a history of 
abuse in both the abuser's childhood and the mother's 
childhood, particularly that of sexual abuse. The fact that 
sexual abuse has occurred in all of the cases studied and 
that physical abuse has occurred in 50% of these cases would 
imply that abuse has indeed survived another generation. 
These findings would have great significance to the 
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prevention of child abuse and neglect if found in a larger 
research population. 
TABLE 2 
PERCENT OF VICTIMS' ABUSERS AND MOTHERS WHO HAD BEEN 
SEXUALLY OR PHYSICALLY ABUSED OR NEGLECTED BEFORE AGE 18 
Abuser Mother 
Sexually abused 67% 50% 
Physically abused 33% 50% 
Neglected 33% 17% 
Of those mothers who had been sexually abused before 
the age of 18, none had received counseling as a result of 
that incident. Additionally, 67% of those sexually abused 
before the age of 18 indicated that they did not have a 
close relationship with their mother before the age of 18. 
And of all the respondents, 67% stated they did not have a 
close relationship with their mother. This emotional 
distance between mother and daughter is a trait cited often 
in families where father-daughter incest has occurred 
(Herman 1981, 81). The two respondents who stated they did 
not have a close relationship with their daughter during the 
time of her sexual abuse were two of the respondents who did 
not have a close relationship with their own mother before 
the age of 18. These findings could imply that if mother - 
daughter relations had been closer, the incestuous relations 
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between father and daughter might have been prevented or at 
least disclosed much sooner. In both cases where the 
mothers indicated they were not close to their daughters at 
the time of the father-daughter incest, the sexual abuse had 
occurred on more than one occasion. 
In 83% of the cases the respondents indicated that they 
were not satisfied with their relationship with their mate 
during the time the sexual abuse of their daughter was 
taking place. Only 50% said their sexual relations during 
that time were mutually satisfying. This could imply, as 
much of the literature on father-daughter incest does, that 
poor marital and sexual relations between mother and abuser 
eventually led to the abuser reaching out to the daughter 
for the intimacy he lacked from this relationship with the 
mother. 
While these findings cannot be transferred to a larger 
population of father-daughter incest families, many of the 
results here are similar to what has been documented in 
previous studies of father-daughter incest as noted in the 
review of the literature. Those findings noted here as 
implications would be worthy of further study by social 
workers on a large scale basis to determine if there is any 
significant association between their occurrence and that of 
father-daughter incest. It is through more detailed 
analysis of these general findings that effective treatment 
and prevention measures can be designed. 
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CHAPTER VI 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
In summarizing the findings of this study, it is noted 
that while only two of the six respondents scored above 30 
on the Index of Self-Esteem to indicate a clinically 
significant problem with self-esteem, two other respondents 
had borderline scores suggesting a problem with self-esteem 
not be ruled out. Because the sample size for this study 
was small, it is recommended that further studies utilizing 
Hudson's Index of Self-Esteem be conducted to gain more 
reliable data on the self-esteem of mothers of father- 
daughter incest victims. 
If the low self-esteem of the mothers somehow prohibits 
them from filing legal charges against the abuser, these 
mothers must find the strength to at least report the abuse 
to someone outside the family so that counseling can be 
sought for the. family members. Further study into the 
association of distant mother-daughter relations and sexual 
abuse also needs to be explored if the findings of this 
study are to be considered indicators of the need for 
further research. 
What does seem clear from this study is that, at least 
in these six cases, the sexual abuse of these victims was 
preceded in all but one case by the physical or sexual abuse 
or neglect of the victim's abuser or mother. In the three 
cases where the mother had been sexually abused before the 
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age of 18, none had received counseling as a result of their 
abuse. If this, in some way, acted to enhance the potential 
of their daughters' own sexual abuse, then counseling for 
the sexually abused is a necessity if this type of abuse is 
to be decreased to any substantial degree. 
If sexual abuse between fathers and daughters is to be 
curbed, the factors that lead to its occurrence must be 
examined further by social workers dedicated to alleviating 
this social problem. The low self-esteem of the mothers in 
the incestuous triad is only one factor associated with 
father-daughter incest, and the presence of low self-esteem 
is not significant to explain its occurrence. More in-depth 
research by way of detailed and systematic interviewing 
methods would be helpful in gaining the necessary 
information needed to formulate additional theories for the 
occurrence of such intrafamilial sexual abuse. Because 
social workers are trained in the areas of intervention, 
systems theory and family dynamics and therapy, as well as 
research, they are well-suited to conduct such inquiries 
into the topic of father-daughter incest. Such research is 
vital if father-daughter incest is to be better understood, 
better treated and more effectively prevented. As it is the 
profession of social work that often deals with incest from 
intake to protective services to therapy, it is that 
profession that is most able to train capable clinicians, 
administrators and researchers to address this social 
problem effectively. Combating incest will necessitate the 
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dedication of professional social workers in being 
accountable for the services they provide, in implementing 
agency policies based on their research, and in lobbying for 
policy reform on behalf of incest victims 
families. The profession of social work is 






Letter of Explanation 
DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY 
HEADQUARTERS UNITED STATES ARMY MEDICAL DEPARTMENT ACTIVITY 
FORT BENNINQ, GEORGIA 31905-8100 
22 December 1986 
SUBJECT: Social Work Service Research Project 
TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 
Dear Ma'am: 
You have been selected to participate in a study being conducted to better 
understand the sexual abuse of children that occurs within families. Through 
the case files at Social Work Service and the Child Protection Case Management 
Team in Fort Benning, Georgia, the professional staff has identified you as a 
mother whose daughter has been sexually abused by her father or father-figure. 
Discovering that your daughter has been sexually abused by a male relative can 
be a very traumatic event not only for the two of them, but for you as well. 
By studying this type of sexual abuse, professionals providing counseling can 
better understand the needs of these families and help them through this 
difficult time. Through your participation, you will be providing a service 
to these families faced with the same situation now or in the future. 
To participate in this study, all that is requested is that you complete 
the two questionnaires and place them in the self-addressed, stamped envelope 
provided for mailing. It is requested that you complete these two items and 
mail them within 7 days of the day you receive them. Your participation is on 
a voluntary and anonymous basis so that your responses will in no way be 
identified as your own. Your name will not appear anywhere in the research 
project so that you are assured confidentiality. A coding system will be used 
only to monitor whose questionnaires have been returned. 
This study is being undertaken under the direction of Atlanta University 
in Atlanta, Georgia, with the collaboration of Social Work Service in Fort 
Benning, Georgia. This study has been approved by Clinical Investigation 
Services in Fort Benning, and will be monitored by Social Work Service. Your 
participation in this study will be greatly appreciated as it will be a 
service to other mothers and family members who find themselves facing the 
trauma of sexual abuse within the family. Your contribution will enhance the 
efforts of professionals who are engaged in counseling families where sexual 
abuse has occurred. 
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HSXB-SW 
SUBJECT: Social Work Service Research Project 
22 December 1986 
If you feel you need further information about the study or if you would 
like to be seen by a social worker for counseling as a result of the sexual 
abuse in your family, please feel free to call me at Social Work Service, Fort 
Benning at (404) 545-7645, 545-1661, or 545-3212. Once again, thank you for 
your participation and contribution in this important study. 
Sincerely, 
TOMA )L ! JLAJUM\S 
PAUL L. TESSIER 
LTC, MSC 





This questionnaire is designed to gain information about 
sexual abuse that occurs in families, particularly about 
sexual abuse occurring between a female child and the male 
who acts in the role of her father. Sexual abuse is defined 
as a sexual act such as exhibition of genitals, fondling, 
oral sex, intercourse, or other sexual acts found disturbing 
to the victim. Your completion of this questionnaire will 
provide valuable information about families where such 
sexual abuse has occurred so that it can be more effectively 
treated and prevented. 
Section One: Please complete the following section about 
the person who sexually abused your daughter 
by selecting the best response for each 
question. 
1. What was the relationship of the man who abused your 
daughter? 
   Her father   Her stepfather   A father-figure 
  Other relative   Not related 
2. How often did the sexual abuse of your daughter take 
place? 
  Only on one occasion   More than once 
If more than once, for how long did the abuse occur? 
 (Days, weeks, months or years) 
3. Was he a drug or alcohol abuser? 
  Yes   No 
4 . Did he ever physically abuse 
You? Yes No 
Your children? Yes No 
As a child was he ever 
Neglected? Yes No 
Physically abused? Yes No 
Molested? Yes No 
6. Were legal charges brought against him as a result of 
the sexual abuse against your daughter? 
   Yes   No 
If yes, was there a conviction? 
  Yes   No 
7. Has the abuser received counseling as a result of the 
victim's sexual abuse? 
Yes No 
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8. What is the last grade the abuser completed in school? 
Grade  
Section Two: Please complete the following section about 
the victim of the sexual abuse by selecting 
the one best response for each question. 
1. Was the daughter who was abused your 
  Only daughter   Oldest of all your daughters 
  Oldest daughter in home   Other 
2. What was your daughter's age when the sexual abuse 
began? 
  Years 
3. How long ago was the sexual abuse discovered? 
 (Days, weeks, months or years) 
4. Who in your family first reported the sexual abuse to 
someone outside of your family? 
5. To what agency was the sexual abuse reported? 
 (Hospital, MP's, Social 
Work Services, Dept. of 
Family and Children's 
Services, etc.) 
6. Has your daughter received counseling as a result of the 
sexual abuse? 
  Yes   No 
7. Do you have a close relationship with your daughter? 
  Yes   No 
Section Three: Please complete the following section about 
your environment at the time of the sexual 
abuse by selecting the one best response for 
each question. 
1. Did you often feel powerless to do anything about your 
life? 
  Yes   No 
2. Was your relationship with your mate a satisfying one 
for you? 
   Yes   No 
3. Were your sexual relations with your mate mutually 
satisfying? 
Yes No 
Did you have a close relationship with your daughter? 
Yes No 
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5. Did your family have a close relationship? 
  Yes   No 
6. Were you employed outside the home? 
  Yes   No 
7. Were decisions in your household made 
  By your mate?   By you? 
  Jointly, by you and your mate?   Other? 
8. Did you have a relative, close friend or group of 
friends that you could spend time with? 
  Yes   No 
Section Four: Please complete the following section about 
your childhood before the age of 18, by 
selecting the one best response for each 
question. 
1. Before the age of 18, were you ever sexually abused? 
  Yes   No 
If yes, was the abuser 
  Your father   Your stepfather   Father figure 
  Other relative   Not related 
If you were sexually abused before the age of 18, did 
you receive counseling in relation to the incident? 
  Yes   No 
2. Before the age of 18, were you ever 
Physically abused?   Yes   No 
Neglected?    Yes   No 
3. Before the age of 18, did you have a close relationship 
with 
Your mother?   Yes   No 
Your father?   Yes   No 
Section Five: Please complete the following section about 
any counseling you may have received since 
the sexual abuse of your daughter was 
discovered, by selecting the one best 
response for each question. 
1. Have you been involved in counseling since the sexual 
abuse of your daughter was discovered? 
  Yes    No 
If yes, then for how long? 
 (Days, weeks, months or years) 
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Section Six: Please complete this final section designed to 
gather basic information about you be 
selecting the one best response for each 
question. This information will in no way be 
used in an attempt to identify you. 
What is your: 
1. Age?   Years 
2. Religious preference? 
  Catholic   Protestant     Jewish   Other 
3. Race? 
  Caucasian   Black   Other (please specify) 
4. Monthly household income?   
5. Marital status? 
  Single, never married   Married   Divorced 
  Separated   Common Law   Widowed 
6. Last grade completed in school: Grade  
Please list your children's sex and ages. 
Sex Age 
Thank you for completing this questionnaire. After 
completing the next brief questionnaire, the two will be 




Index of Self-Esteem 
Please answer each item as carefully and accurately as you can by 
placing a number by each one as follows: 
1 Rarely or none of the time 
2 A little of the time 
3 Some of the time 
4 A good part of the time 
5 Most or all of the time 
Please begin. 
1. I feel that people would not like me if they really knew me well. 
2. I feel that others get along much better than I do. 
3. I feel that I am a beautiful person. 
4. When I am with other people I feel they are glad I am with them. 
5. I feel that people really like to talk with me. 
6. I feel that I am a very competent person. 
7. I think I make a good impression on others. 
8. I feel that I need more self-confidence. 
9. When I am with strangers I am very nervous. 
10. I think that I am a dull person. 
11. I feel ugly. 
12. I feel that others have more fun than I do. 
13. I feel that I bore people. 
14. I think my friends find me interesting. 
15. I think I have a good sense of humor. 
16. I feel very self-conscious when I am with strangers. 
17. I feel that if I could be more like other people I would have it made. 
18. I feel that people have a good time when they are with me. 
19. I feel like a wallflower when I go out. 
20. I feel I get pushed around more than others. 
21. I think I am a rather nice person. 
22 I feel that people really like me very much. 
23. I feel that I am a likeable person. 
24. I am afraid I will appear foolish to others. 
25. My friends think very highly of me. 
Copyright © The Dorsey Press, 1982 






Percentage of Total Responses to Questionnaire 
This questionnaire is designed to gain information about 
sexual abuse that occurs in families, particularly about 
sexual abuse occurring between a female child and the male 
who acts in the role of her father. Sexual abuse is defined 
as a sexual act such as exhibition of genitals, fondling, 
oral sex, intercourse, or other sexual acts found disturbing 
to the victim. Your completion of this questionnaire will 
provide valuable information about families where such 
sexual abuse has occurred so that it can be more effectively 
treated and prevented. 
Section One: Please complete the following section about 
the person who sexually abused your daughter 
by selecting the best response for each 
question. 
1. What was the relationship of the man who abused your 
daughter? 
83% Her father 17% Her stepfather 0% A father-figure 
0% Other relative 0% Not related 
2. How often did the sexual abuse of your daughter take 
place? 
17% Only on one occasion 83% More than once 
If more than once, for how long did the abuse occur? 
17% weeks, 50% years, 33% no response (Days, weeks, 
months or years) 
3. Was he a drug or alcohol abuser? 
33% Yes 67% No 
4. Did he ever physically abuse 
You? 50% Yes 50% No 
Your children? 33% Yes 67% No 
As a child was he ever 
Neglected? 33% Yes 17% No 50% No response 
Physically abused? 33% Yes 33% No 33% No response 
Molested? 67% Yes 33% No 
6. Were legal charges brought against him as a result of 
the sexual abuse against your daughter? 
50% Yes 50% No • 
If yes, was there a conviction? 
67% Yes 0% No 33% Pending 
7. Has the abuser received counseling as a result of the 
victim's sexual abuse? 
67% Yes 33% No 
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8. What is the last grade the abuser completed in school? 
GradeMedian:12, Mean:11.75, Range:9-14.5 years,SD: 2.15 
Section Two: Please complete the following section about 
the victim of the sexual abuse by selecting 
the one best response for each question. 
1. Was the daughter who was abused your 
0% Only daughter 17% Oldest of all your daughters 
33% Oldest daughter in home 50% Other 
2. What was your daughter's age when the sexual abuse 
began? 
Mode:10, Median:8.5, Mean:7.3, Range:9 months-12 years, 
SD:3.88 
3. How long ago was the sexual abuse discovered? 
Mode:4 years, Median:2 years, Mean:25 months, 
Range:5 months-4 years 
4. Who in your family first reported the sexual abuse to 
someone outside of your family? 
Mother:83%, Daughter: 17% 
5. To what agency was the sexual abuse reported? 
Hospital : 17%, Social Work Services : 33%, Department of 
Family and Children Services : 33%, Civilian Agency Provi¬ 
ding Counseling:17% 
6. Has your daughter received counseling as a result of the 
sexual abuse? 
100% Yes 0% No 
7. Do you have a close relationship with your daughter? 
100% Yes 0% No 
Section Three: Please complete the following section about 
your environment at the time of the sexual 
abuse by selecting the one best response for 
each question. 
1. Did you often feel powerless to do anything about your 
life : 
50% Yes 33% No 17% No response 
2. Was your relationship with your mate a satisfying one 
for you? 
17% Yes 83% No 
3. Were your sexual relations with your mate mutually 
satisfying? 
50% Yes 50% No 
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4. Did you have a close relationship with your daughter? 
67% Yes 33% No 
5. Did your family have a close relationship? 
67% Yes 33% No 
6. Were you employed outside the home? 
67% Yes 33% No 
7. Were decisions in your household made 
17% By your mate? 0% By you? 
83% Jointly, by you and your mate? 0-% Other? 
8. Did you have a relative, close friend or group of 
friends that you could spend time with? 
67% Yes 33% No 
Section Four: Please complete the following section about 
your childhood before the age of 18, by 
selecting the one best response for each 
question. 
1. Before the age of 18, were you ever sexually abused? 
50% Yes 50% No 
If yes, was the abuser 
0% Your father 0%_ Your stepfather 0% Father figure 
33% Other relative 67% Not related 
If you were sexually abused before the age of 18, did 
you receive counseling in relation to the incident? 
0% Yes 100% No 
2 . Before the age of 18, 
Physically abused? 
Neglected? 
were you ever 
50% Yes 50% No 
17% Yes 83% No 




did you have a close relationship 
33% Yes 67% No 
83% Yes 17% No 
Section Five: Please complete the following section about 
any counseling you may have received since 
the sexual abuse of your daughter was 
discovered, by selecting the one best 
response for each question. 
1. Have you been involved in counseling since the sexual 
abuse of your daughter was discovered? 
100% Yes 0% No 
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If yes, then for how long? 
Mode:3 months, Median:179 days, Mean:206 days, Range:357 
days, SD:40.81 days 
Section Six: Please complete this final section designed to 
gather basic information about you be 
selecting the one best response for each 
question. This information will in no way be 
used in an attempt to identify you. 
What is your: 
1. Age? Mode:35, Median:36.5, Mean:37.5, Range:35- 
43, SD:2.81 
2. Religious preference? 
17% Catholic 67% Protestant 0% Jewish 17% Other 
3. Race? 
67% Caucasian 0% Black 33% Other (please specify) 
4. Monthly household income? 
Mode:$0, Median:$125, Mean:$595, Range :$0-2,500, SD:$891 
5. Marital status? 
0% Single, never married 67% Married 0% Divorced 
33% Separated ()% Common Law 0% Widowed 
6. Last grade completed in school: 
Mode:16, Median:14, Mean:13.6, Range:10-16, SD:2.58 
Please list your children's sex and ages. 
Sex Age 
Number of Children: 
Mode:2, Median:3.5, Mean:3.66, Range:2-6, SD:1.50 
Ages of Children: 
Mode:11, Median:14.5, Mean:15, Ranqe:5-27, SD:4.93 
Thank you for completing this questionnaire. After 
completing the next brief questionnaire, the two will be 




Definition of Terms 
Father-Daughter Incest: Any sexual act to include 
exhibition of genitals, fondling, oral or anal sex or 
intercourse between a father of father-figure and his 
daughter or daughter-figure. 
Father: A biological, adopted or stepfather, or a male 
acting in a parental role (such as a boyfriend of the 
mother), who has committed incest. 
Daughter: The biological, adopted or stepchild of the 
incest offender. She may also be the daughter of a woman 
the offender is living with or dating if he is acting in a 
parental role in the family. 
Mother: The biological, adopted, or stepmother of a 
daughter whose father of father-figure has committed incest. 
Incestuous Triad: The emotionally enmeshed three- 
member unit in the family where father-daughter incest has 
occurred, consisting of the father, mother and daughter. 
Intrafamilial Sexual Abuse: Sexual abuse that occurs 
among family members, to include adopted, step, or perceived 
family members. 
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Self-Esteem (As defined by Hudson for the Index of 
Self-Esteem): The evaluative component of self-worth 
(Hudson 1982, 4). 
Low Self-Esteem: Defined by a score of 30 or higher on 
Hudson's Index of Self-Esteem. 
Sexual Abuse: A sexual act such as exhibition of 
genitals, fondling, oral sex, intercourse or other sexual 
acts considered disturbing by the victim. 
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